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        16 YEARS AGO…

      

      

      Running as fast as my little legs can, I duck and weave, stumbling over some discarded rubbish along the side streets. If he catches me, it will be bad. I’ve seen what he does to other girls like me, the ones without families to protect them. I’m all alone, living like the rats that chew on my toes at night. No, I have to keep running. I was stupid, so stupid. I know better than to fall asleep like that, but I was so tired and hungry. I shake my head, feeling my tears flow in the wind with my short, ragged hair.

      My blood pumps as a river of tears stream down my face. My scalp still aches from him grabbing my hair, and a handprint now decorates my sore face. Wiping my snot, I right myself and continue running.

      I’m fast, even for my age. I’ve always been told that, and quiet too. I can hear him yelling as he tries to find me, but I duck and manoeuvre through tiny spaces, where he can’t see me. I’m in the discarded sections of the slums, but he’s out there, so I move farther in. I slip through the stilts under some of the shacks and sprint through waterlogged, forgotten alleys. Utter terror constricts my lungs, so I can barely breathe.

      When I run face first into the wall and fall to the ground, I finally realise where I am—right before the barrier.

      My eyes dart around. I can hear him still looking for me, but my mother’s words ring through my head.

      “Don’t go near the wall, baby. Stay away, the monsters will eat you.”

      I stand on wobbly legs and take a step back, but I hear him drawing closer. That’s when I see the small missing section in the brickwork. It appears as if it has collapsed and no one noticed. It’s probably large enough to fit a full-grown, skinny woman, but not big enough for him. I know what my mother warned, but it’s my only choice, so I scramble through the opening, under the wall, and out into the abandoned city.

      The sun sets in the sky, and I hear the distant calls of the monsters that inhabit the derelict metropolis.

      With my arms wrapped around myself, I press closer to the wall, stifling my cries as I look around, unsure what to do or where to go. Suddenly, a hard, warm hand clutches my shoulder, making me scream and whirl around.

      In the shadows of the wall, two bright orange eyes stare back at me.

      It’s the last thing I remember before I pass out.
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      ARIA

      As I hurry through the overcrowded streets of the slums, I duck my head, allowing the tattered grey hood of my cloak to cover my face. Everyone knows me, but that doesn’t mean some drunken idiot wouldn’t take the chance. I can never be too careful—I know that better than anyone, especially in my line of work. Blending in, being silent, stealthy, and unseen, is what I do.

      I become invisible as I move through the crowd, slipping my hand into my pockets before I swipe something. I don’t do that anymore. Lowly pickpocketing and thieving are what I succumbed to as a young girl to survive. Now, however, I have much bigger paydays than a few coins or trinkets.

      Speaking of, my current payday burns a hole in my pocket. It was a strange, requested item for sure, but I’m not complaining. Grime is a collector of all things past and ancient, and he pays a pretty penny for them too. I sometimes pick them up on my travels, or like today, I find the item he needs for a good finder’s fee. After all, my job isn’t easy. No, it’s dangerous. My gaze turns to the scarred, grey wall that intersects the city, which is where the slums are, providing a home for those too poor and desperate to escape. Beyond that is forgotten history. A city left to rot.

      It’s empty, bar them.

      The monsters.

      The very creatures that, thirty years ago, threw our rapidly increasing and overpopulated world into chaos. For years, a war raged through these streets until they realised it couldn’t be won. No, the monsters were too strong, too smart, and too fast. Instead, a wall was built to keep them locked within city limits, and they were left to starve and die.

      Only they never did.

      Every once in a while, they send groups to check on the status of the monsters, but no one ever comes back. I am the only person who goes over that wall and lives to tell the tale. Well, not over it, but that’s a secret no one will ever know. I won’t tell a soul, both to protect the people from what lies beyond and to protect the only source of income that stops me from ending up in a pleasure house. I’ve seen so many girls like me, orphaned and scared, end up there. When I see them now, they have dead eyes and bare skin. I can always tell who they are, even in normal clothes. They have this look about them—forlorn and lifeless. The things men and women pay to do to them…well, it would horrify anyone. No one comes to the poorest, most dangerous section of the pleasure houses for a normal romp in the sack. They come for stuff that is illegal or would terrify their normal establishments.

      Dragging my eyes from the wall, I lower my head just as the rain begins to fall and night starts to set in. That’s when the noises begin, and howls, grunts, and shouts rise above the wall. After living here long enough, I’ve gotten used to them, but as a child, they terrified me. I would turn my big eyes to the wall and ask if we were safe, if they were going to eat us. People would laugh at me, but I could see the worry in their eyes. No one really knows if the wall will hold. It has so far, but who knows what the future will bring?

      All I know is I don’t fear the wall or the city anymore.

      Now, that place is quiet, familiar, and almost peaceful to me. It’s here, with others, where my terror sets in. After all, it’s the humans who made me an orphan, starved me, beat me, abused me, and tossed me away like trash. My hand lifts to the small scar intersecting my top lip. It’s a reminder of everything I have lost and everything I did to survive.

      No, it’s not the monsters beyond the wall I fear—it’s the ones I live alongside.

      Up ahead, a building on stilts, high above trailers and shacks, boasts of trinkets, collections, and a willingness to buy and sell anything in neon letters—Grime’s shop. He also sells weapons, and I would bet he would even sell people. I shiver at the thought. He’s one to watch out for, but I can’t protest when his money provides food for my stomach after days of gnawing starvation. My stomach growls at the thought, but I’m used to it, so I ignore the empty pit inside me and push forward. I just tend to hand him his object, get my money, and then scurry home so I can eat and sleep for a few days to recover from the trip. A yawn splits my face as I think about the lumpy mattress in my one-room house. Despite its condition, it’s better than the streets and being someone’s plaything.

      I hurry inside the shop, ignoring the customers as I head behind the tattered, yellow curtain into the backroom, where Grime counts notes on a glass table. A cigar is perched between his wide lips, and his eyes are narrowed on an old TV mounted in the corner, the picture going out every few seconds.

      “Fucking signal is getting worse the more they build,” he mutters and looks at me, jumping when he sees me standing there. “Girl, make a fucking noise next time!” he hollers.

      I love winding up this powerful man. Smirking, I push my hood back and slip my hand into my pocket, stroking the object. “Why would I do that when you pay me to be silent and discrete?”

      “All right, all right, hand it over then,” he grumbles.

      “Money first,” I counter.

      Laughing, he starts to count bills. “After all this time, you still don’t trust me.”

      “I trust no one.” I shrug. “It isn’t personal.”

      “Aye, and it’s how you stay alive. All right, kid, here you go, and there’s a bit extra for getting it back so quickly.”

      I pull the bobble head out and hand it over.

      He caresses it gently, checking it for damage. “Perfect. You are handy to have around, kid.”

      “That’s why you keep me alive.” I shove the money in my pocket and start to move to the door, wanting to be gone. I must catch his eye, because he stands and gets to his feet.

      “Wait, girl. I have another job for you.”

      I hesitate. I don’t need one right now, and I wanted a day off, but he leans in.

      “It’s more money than you make in a year, maybe even two.”

      Shit, okay, I can’t say no, and now he has my interest. A payday like that could get me out of the slums and into a safer area. But would I really leave when this is all I know? Like he knows he has me, he retakes his seat.

      Knowing he’s offering that much money, however, makes me worry about what he wants me to do. “I’m not killing anyone,” I blurt out.

      “Who the fuck do you think I am?” He shakes his head. “Don’t answer that. I’m a finder, you’re a runner, we ain’t killers. People come to us for lost objects or, as in this case, to get something beyond the wall.”

      “I’m listening,” I reply, but I don’t sit. I rock on my heels, ready to get out of here as soon as I decide what I’m doing.

      “Someone is paying a lot of money to get someone inside,” he tells me.

      “As in a person?” I gawk, genuinely shocked. “As in, you want me to take a person with me under the wall? What for?”

      “Fuck if I know, nor did I ask. They pay me not to. All I know is that they don’t want any questions, and they want this person taken in safely, escorted around, and brought back.”

      I debate it, but honestly, I work better alone. I’ve never taken anyone through the wall. I know some people who tried and died, so I can only rely on myself. Someone else would put my safety in jeopardy and ruin the security I’ve found beyond the wall.

      “No,” I reply.

      “Fine, I’ll get someone else,” he snaps in annoyance.

      “There is no one else, and you know it,” I retort.

      I turn to leave. I could think on it, but I know I’m right—no one else could get a person into the city undetected. I could ask for anything. Shit, I’m going to do it, aren’t I? “I want five thousand, not three,” I say without looking back.

      “Done,” he replies without hesitation, and I almost yell with excitement, but I manage to stay calm. “They must be kept safe. In and out, girl, I mean it. This one is important, straight from our government itself.”

      I shiver. If they are hiring us, then shit is going bad. Maybe it’s a good thing to take this job and get out while I can. After all, I’ve had a bad feeling for a while now, so maybe this is just the beginning of the end. They all can’t stay forever, and the slums are too full. There’s disease, murder, and so much crime, they will have to step in at some point.

      “Got it. Bring it to the usual spot at 5 AM. I want to get started just as the sun rises and the shifts swap.”

      “Understood, girl. Be safe, okay?”

      “Don’t go getting all soft on me now.” I grin at him, and he waves me away.

      “You’re the best employee I’ve got, that’s all.” He tosses me a wad of bills—half of the payment upfront. Even holding that much money makes me nervous. I could buy a new life with this, but this world is an expensive place. After, what would I do to earn money? This life is all I know. For people like me, we don’t get out of the slums.

      We live and die here.

      I know my place, and as I hurry away, excitement fills me at the prospect of getting to return to the quietness of the walled city—a place where I can be me. It’s filled with unknown monsters, but it also has so much life and freedom.
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      ARIA

      I’m at the meeting place early the next morning. The sun is only just starting to rise, but even that’s too late. If this stranger I have to take into the city needs to go somewhere or do something, it could take all day. It’s not like there are working cars or trains in the city, so you have to walk through the post-war destruction and deserted streets, and I never…

      I never stay after dark.

      There’s no one around apart from the rats scurrying through the rubbish as I lean against the wall of the shack. No one but me knows the way in, and I plan to keep it that way because I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if someone tried to get through after seeing me and ended up dead. It would be my fault.

      There’s a noise, and then a small figure in a dark cloak turns the corner and stops before me. Turning my head, I spit out the flavourless gum I substitute for food when I can’t afford it and push off the wall, walking towards them.

      “You’re late,” I snap.

      “I was told…” The voice is definitely feminine. It could be worse, I guess. Men tend to be louder and more stupid, and I wouldn’t feel as safe, as sexist as that sounds.

      “The sun is up, and we are already behind schedule. If you want through the wall, then we move now. You don’t leave my side, you stay silent unless I talk to you, and you never wander off, understood? If you do, I’ll leave you.”

      “I understand,” the delicate, soft voice answers.

      “Take off the hood.”

      “I… Um, I was told—”

      “Take it off.” I roll my eyes. “I’m not going to hurt you or try to get your secrets—I have my own—but I need to know what I’m working with.”

      She reluctantly pulls off the cloak, folds it, and places it neatly in her backpack before raising her eyes to meet mine. Her irises are bright grey—it’s a strange colour, but beautiful—and she has long blonde hair. She looks like everything I’m not—put together, clean, and rich. Her clothes are tailored and no doubt expensive, and not one hole shows in the fabric. Yet here she is, needing my help. I wonder why she wants to go through the wall. She doesn’t seem like the type to get her hands dirty, especially not when I spot the black-rimmed glasses in her backpack and her manicured, painted nails.

      “Here.” I toss the tattered fabric I clutch in my hands at her. “Tie this around your eyes.” She catches it and holds it far away, her nose wrinkling at the smell. I almost snort. She’s probably from a large, rich city, because she definitely isn’t from the slums. Just great. A snobby princess.

      “Why?”

      “So you don’t know the way in, duh,” I snap, feeling annoyed. “Stop with the questions and do as you’re told. It might just save your life.”

      She swallows and averts her gaze as her cheeks redden in embarrassment. “How will I see?”

      “That’s the point—you won’t. You’ll hold the back of my jacket until we are through. Once we’re over the wall, you can remove it. Also, you’re too clean. You know you’re going to get dirty, right?”

      She shrugs. “They are just clothes.”

      I almost snap. Just clothes? If she only knew. Clothes like that might get her killed around here. I’d have to save most of my life to get those thick, warm, clean garments, and she so carelessly ignored my warning.

      Rich idiot.

      “Fine, let’s go.” I don’t want to talk to her anymore and show her my envy. I have a million questions, but I know better, because that’s how you end up dead. No, I’ll do my job and stay silent, get my money, and forget this ever happened. When she’s tied the rag around her head, I tug on it sharply to check, making her stumble. She’s clumsy and weak. It’s weird that she’s out here. She’s an easy target, that’s for sure.

      Grabbing her delicate, unmarred hand in my callused, dirty one, I press it to the back of my jacket. “Don’t let go at any point. If you get lost, I’ll leave you.”

      “What’s your name?” she asks, her lips twisting in worry.

      “Aria,” I reply. “What’s yours?”

      “Talia,” she offers with a smile.

      “Well, Talia, I hope you know what you’re doing,” I mutter and turn, and then I unhurriedly start to move through the side streets. I make sure to slow my usually quick, silent steps so she can keep up without stumbling. Even without the blindfold, she seems like the type. She’s also loud. Her footsteps are heavy, her breaths are deep, and she emits little noises she’s not aware of.

      She’s practically a goddamn beacon.

      She’s clearly never had to stay silent to be safe or concealed from anyone. In fact, I very much doubt she’s been out much in her life. She has that look about her.

      “Duck,” I instruct as we move under the stilts and around a few corners. There, hidden behind rubbish and a tarp, is the entrance. It’s the only one I’m aware of other than the manned gate that’s miles away. Even after exploring the city, I haven’t found another. It’s almost like something tried to get out or someone tried to get in. I don’t know if either succeeded, but I’m guessing not since we didn’t have reports of escaped monsters, and it’s been here since I can remember.

      “You’ll need to get to your knees and crawl now. Hold onto my foot. I’ll go slow, and it’s going to be cramped, so do not freak out and scream.”

      “O-Okay,” she stutters as I drop to my knees in the wet dirt, pulling the rubbish aside before starting to crawl through. I feel her unsure hand on my boot and hear her disgusted sigh as she follows me, but luckily, she doesn’t complain or panic, and after a minute, we are through to the other side. Pushing her to the wall, I hold her in place. “Do not move, do not look, and do not make a sound,” I hiss before clambering back through the hole and tugging the rubbish into place with the string I attached. Once it’s secure, I shuffle out and flip my hair back, searching the area for any signs of monsters or people.

      As usual, there’s nothing but the abandoned city…apart from the shiny new rock left on the pile near the hole. I shiver when I see it—the only sign of life. I don’t know who puts them there or why, but I turn away from it. If it weren’t for the noises I hear at night, I might not even believe that the rumours of monsters were true. It’s not like I’ve ever seen one in all the time I’ve been here. Even as a child when I found the hole, I don’t remember seeing anything, but then again, one time when I was late getting back, I swear I could feel eyes watching me. It was enough to send a shiver of fear down my spine and earn some respect for the once bustling metropolis that stands decaying and alone.

      Pulling Talia’s blindfold down, I step back and she gasps, taking in the city with wide eyes. I turn and look at it like I’ve never seen it before, trying to see it through her eyes.

      The once gleaming skyscrapers are now overgrown and forgotten. The windows are either broken, empty, or darkened by dust and time. Plants grow through the cracks in the buildings and the once perfect, concrete roads and paths. Debris, leftover cars, bikes, trains, and trams fill the roads in random intervals, as if they were just abandoned in a rush. I once found one that had a skeleton inside with a bloody path leading to it.

      Houses and shops all sit open and empty. It’s eerie and creepy. Wildlife still exists, though, and I spot birds, some feral dogs, cats, and deer. There is also a zoo on the other side of the city, but I try to avoid that. Who knows if the animals stayed in their cages, the poor things, or if they starved? If not, they are roaming around somewhere, and sometimes, I swear I hear the roars of bears or lions. It’s probably my imagination, but still.

      Some bags blow in the breeze, caught on bikes or just simply on the ground, tossed away in the hurry. Some banknotes fly past us in the breeze, old currency, and Talia gasps.

      “In the hurry to escape, everything was left behind,” I explain as I look back at her. “Some tried to buy their way out of the wall, but it didn’t happen.” I nod to my left, then down to the dirty section of wall in the distance. “Down there is a mass grave of people. None of them were buried, just bodies piled on bodies. They are all decaying skeletons now, with claw marks and blood decorating the wall.”

      “It’s so…quiet,” she whispers, looking at me.

      I smirk. “It comes alive at night.” She’s right, though, it is quiet, and as always, I suck in a deep breath. Most might have found it scary to be here alone, knowing monsters are hidden somewhere, probably sleeping, but I find it freeing. There are no eyes, and there is no one to worry about.

      Here…I am just free.

      Ironic, isn’t it?

      I look back at Talia to see her arms wrapped around herself as she squints both from the brightness of the sun and fear.

      “Where to?”

      She blinks, and I step in front of her, blocking her view.

      “Where to?” I repeat.

      “I, erm, I have a map.” She pulls out an old map of the city, showing the underground tube stations, tramlines, and roads. She unfolds it with shaky hands and thrusts it at me.

      Taking it, I scan the area where there is a black X marked on the paper with some word at the side, including a code.

      “Fucking hell,” I snap.

      “What?”

      “That’s in the middle of the city.”

      “That’s a problem?” she asks worriedly, nibbling on her lip.

      Folding the map, I shove it into my pocket. “Only if you like being alive,” I grumble. “I stay on the outskirts if I can. That deep in the city, there are too many big buildings and underground entrances, and too much darkness, which is where they like to lurk.”

      “Oh,” is all she says.

      Rolling back my shoulders, I yank out my shades and put them on. I took them from an old shop here a few years ago. “We better get moving.”

      “We are still going?” She gulps.

      “I need the money, and you need…well, whatever you need, so yeah, we are going, but we are going to need to move fast. No breaks and no stopping if you want to get there and back before night-time.”

      “What happens then?”

      “When the sun goes down, the monsters come out to play,” I tease, walking backwards before I turn and start striding away. I avoid the rubbish on the ground, but she, however, doesn’t as she stumbles over to me, kicking cans and making noise.

      “Wait, please.”

      “Shh,” I hiss, turning and pointing at her feet. “Watch your steps and lower your voice.”

      “Sorry,” she whispers. “How—What do we do if we meet a monster?”

      “Run like hell and hope for the best?” I laugh.

      I continue on, and she rushes to keep up. “You’ve never encountered one?”

      “No one has and lived to tell the tale,” I remind her. “We all know the lore, though, and how dangerous they are. They can kill a human before we can even scream. I don’t particularly want to be lunch, do you?”

      She shakes her head as I duck under a fallen lamppost.

      “Good, then let’s hope we don’t meet one.”

      “Let’s.”

      I ignore her as much as I can after that, trying to pretend it’s a normal job, but her little grunts, swears, and stumbles make me roll my eyes. She’s not made for this kind of mission. She’s clumsy and loud, and she falls over nearly everything. When I hop onto a car, I have to help her up and over it, and when we move through a broken building to avoid a bomb crater, she squeals as a rat runs past her. It’s only been an hour, and she’s sweating, panting, and clearly needs a break. I could be mean and push her, but I need to get her there and back alive, so instead, I head through an old comic shop and up the stairs. She stomps after me as we break out onto the roof. I hop onto the edge, swinging my legs back and forth as I survey the city. “Sit and drink,” I order without looking at her.

      “You are fast,” she wheezes, slumping down next to the ledge before pulling out her water and gulping it.

      “Don’t drink so fast. You’ll make yourself sick, and you need to ration it. They cut off the water and power a long time ago.”

      She freezes with her mouth on the rim of the bottle before flushing and looking away. “I know that, shit, I’m sorry. I’m so bad at this,” she grumbles.

      “You wouldn’t be my first choice,” I tease. “So why are you here?” I shouldn’t ask, but I can’t help myself. What makes a rich, smart woman like her leave the safety of her life to risk it with the monsters?

      “I don’t think I’m supposed to say,” she hedges.

      “Talia, do I look like the type of person who blabs? Or, for that matter, do I look like a person who has anyone to blabber to?” I smirk. “You don’t have to tell me everything.”

      “I work for a lab, part of the government. They left some research here, and that’s all I know. I’m to retrieve it.”

      “And they didn’t send a team, an army, through the front gate?” I frown.

      “They wouldn’t make it,” she replies but seems unsure of herself. “They wanted it done quiet and fast.”

      “It’s a coverup.” I nod, understanding now. “Still, why you? Not to be mean, but why not a super soldier or spy?”

      “I honestly don’t know. I didn’t ask. I’ve been waiting for years to conduct hands-on research and to be able to do what I am trained for. This is the only chance they have given me, so I can’t mess this up, Aria. I’ll get the research, and they will finally let me research what I want to.”

      “Which is?” I query, turning to look at her.

      “I want to do an analysis of the effects our cultured food sources are having on children and the underprivileged,” she explains. “I want to help make this world a better place.”

      “You’re about the only one who wants to then, kid.” She is clearly older than me, but for some reason, I feel protective of the innocence in her eyes.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The government will never change. They like the slums. They keep the poor, poor and the rich, rich. There is a clear pecking order. They won’t ever do anything to change that because it benefits them. The rich earn more and live longer and better, while the poor kill each other for scraps. It’s the way they like it and the way it will always be. Nothing will change that. Sorry to burst your bubble, Talia.”

      She frowns and looks down at her bottle. A noise has my head jerking up, and I scan the streets below. I spot a dog and relax, even as her quiet but strong voice fills the air. It’s filled with purpose and passion I haven’t heard from her before. “You’re wrong. Some want to make this world better, and I’m one of them. I’ll make it happen. We can do better than we have before.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I reply as I look back at her. “Now drink up. We need to keep moving.”
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      I track them through the city, the blonde’s voice and steps echoing around the still slumbering giants of the once perfect skyscrapers—a call to those who are awake. Luckily, I am the only one about at this time of day, and no hunters, guards, or spies from the other sectors would dare step foot in my kingdom, so I know I’m alone and the humans trekking in the city above are safe.

      I’ve seen her before, the redhead. She has hair the colour of sunlight entwined with blood. I’ve tracked her and stalked her. She’s become my obsession. I keep her safe from a distance, guarding her from my brethren and any creature who would do her harm.

      She’s a human from beyond the wall. I found her entrance once, and now I often wait there, wondering when she will come back. She’s the most interesting thing in this city—so brave, sure, and adventurous. Once, she almost fell from the top of a building as she leaped between them, her quiet laugh making my lips curl up, even as I prepared to leave the darkness and catch her if she slipped.

      She makes my dark, hungry heart pound in both hunger and exhilaration.

      She’s brave, coming back here time and time again, and she never seems scared or unsure. No, she wanders through my streets like she owns them, and I guess she does, since I, the leader of the horde, protect her from afar. Not that my minions know, as they know nothing of my human. I usually tell them everything, as a good leader does, because I trust them, but not with her—not with my dark little secret and the hunger I carry for her.

      They are our enemies, the reason we exist and are trapped.

      Yet here I am, concerned as she climbs onto the edge of the roof, flouting danger. I move forward to get a better look at her as she turns her face to the sun. Her lips are pursed, making my cock stir and harden, which it only does for her. I must jerk from the force of holding back the stirrings, because the window ledge crumbles and falls to the ground below, making a noise.

      I dart back into the shadows of the building like she can see me, even though I know she can’t, but her shrewd, narrow eyes scan the buildings and streets surrounding me, searching for the source of the quiet rock slide below. She’s a good hunter. Even now, as she’s talking to her companion, her eyes never stop moving and her body is stiff and prepared. This one, unlike the slow blonde, is a fighter.

      She is also strong for a human, which is surprising.

      She’s never brought anyone with her before. I find myself wondering why now and why she chose someone who is so clearly inept.

      I ache to trace her face like the sun does, and when she stands and stretches, showing her muscles and toned body, I feel jealous of the wind that gets to caress those curves.

      When they begin to move again, I follow, sticking to the darkness, the buildings, and hiding spaces. My eyes are on her the entire time, watching, waiting, and keeping her safe.

      Something in the air makes me stiffen though. Today feels different, and before the sun sets, I have a feeling I will find out why.

      I hope my little human is ready.
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      ARIA

      “So why do you want to go to this place?” I finally ask, scanning everything. For some reason, the space between my shoulder blades is burning and I’m on edge. Usually I’d go quieter, probably find somewhere to hide and observe, but that’s not possible. We need to keep moving so we can get back before nightfall, so instead, I try to distract her from worrying as I watch the area.

      “Erm,” she hedges.

      “We’ve established that I don’t really care.” I grin at her before darting my gaze around us.

      “They want a certain part of the research. I have the map of the labs and the codes—”

      I stop her, and she asks loudly, “What the…”

      “Shh,” I hiss, keeping my arm out to block her as I narrow my eyes on the alley. I could have sworn I saw movement in it a second ago.

      “Oh my god. What is it, a monster?”

      “It was probably a wild animal,” I tell her. “You can never be too careful here. Let’s just keep moving. Whatever it is, it’s been tracking us for a while, so I don’t think they mean us any harm,” I lie. It’s true, they have, but they could just be herding us into their kill spot for all I know.

      “Oh,” she whispers, but her eyes are wide and she’s breathing fast, and I can almost smell her fear souring the air. Great. She’s basically an all-you-can-eat buffet for a wild animal.

      I squeeze her arm and tug her after me, starting to walk again, but this time, I remain quiet so I can listen carefully for any tell-tale signs of attack. She gulps and scans our surroundings without really noticing anything, reacting more out of instinct.

      “The labs are underground?” I question after we have walked for another twenty minutes with no sign of attack.

      “I believe they are hidden under their head research facility.”

      “Hidden?” I snort. “What weird shit were they doing?”

      “Nothing bad, but they wanted to protect their research,” she replies, but she doesn’t seem sure. They probably didn’t tell her because it was above her paygrade. It’s not a surprise that they would hide a lab though. The government are shady bastards only looking out for the rich. Everyone in the slums knows that very well.

      “The—the animal, is it still following us?” she inquires, lowering her voice.

      I shrug. “Yep. It could be interested. I’m betting it doesn’t see humans often. It might be scared of us, or we simply wandered into its territory. I’m hoping if we remain calm and stay away, it will eventually lose interest and leave.”

      “What kind of animal? Dog?” she whispers, her gaze going over my shoulder like she can spot it.

      “Maybe, or a cat, but I’m thinking bigger. Maybe a wolf or a lion. Some escaped the city zoo when the wall went up.”

      She covers her mouth to muffle a squeal, making me grin.

      “What? You forgot how much was abandoned in the city? You’d be shocked at all the shit I’ve seen here.”

      “Why do you do it?” she asks, meeting my eyes as I sidestep a huge bomb crater and tug her after me so she doesn’t fall in, since she’s too busy looking at me and not at her feet.

      “Do what?”

      “Come here?” she queries.

      “Money,” I retort. “Obviously.”

      “Yes, but there’s more to it. You’re smart, but you seem…almost relaxed here. Calm. Not scared like everyone else. You could get money anywhere—”

      “The world doesn’t work like that, princess.” I snort. “Money is hard to come by for us. It takes blood, sweat, and tears. I do this because it’s better than letting rich pricks live out their sexual and torture fantasies on my body until I’m too used to walk or work, okay?” I rage, pissed now.

      “I’m sorry,” she murmurs sadly. “I forgot—”

      “No, you didn’t realise. Life is easy for you. It always is for rich people. You never know, nor can you see past your wealth to care,” I mutter, and she goes quiet for a moment as I help her through an abandoned, empty bus.

      “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m sorry I offended you. I think what you do is very brave, I was just curious. I’m really sorry. Sometimes, I don’t think before I speak.”

      I nod but remain quiet, and I see her beating herself up. Her mouth opens every few seconds before she sighs, looks at me, and then drops her gaze to the ground again. “Your shoes are too tight. They are hurting you, aren’t they?” I comment, noticing she’s limping a bit.

      “I—They are new,” she admits.

      I nod and look around. Spotting what I need, I leave her there. She calls after me as I hurry into the open shop. Looking back from the dark interior, I see her standing in the sun, shielding her eyes. She looks very alone and scared, so I search for what I need to get back to her. Knowing her, she will fall into a lion’s mouth. There, on the nearly empty back wall, is what I’m looking for. Moving through the discarded boxes and raided shelves, I quickly reach the back. I stand on my tiptoes and stretch towards them, hooking my fingers in the end and pulling them down so they also hit me in the face.

      That’s when I feel the air move. I drop back to my heels and freeze, alert as I face the shelves and listen.

      There’s nothing, until suddenly…

      I swear I feel something tug my hair, but when I spin and raise my weapon, all I see are shadows. Fuck, I’m getting jumpy.

      Shaking my head at my own foolishness, I hold the shoes tighter and move back outside to where she is waiting, almost shaking in fear. “Here.” I thrust them at her. “Better brand and a bigger size. With the socks you have, they will work better and you won’t get as many blisters.” I bend the leather to make sure it won’t rub, and she takes them gently, glancing from them to me.

      “Thank you.”

      “It’s not like I bought them,” I scoff.

      “No, thank you for being so kind, even after I was so thoughtless. Thank you.” She nods again, and I turn my back to keep watch as she kneels and changes her shoes.

      “Wow, they feel better already,” she admits as she stands and jumps up and down, testing them.

      “Told you I’m smart,” I tease. “Come on, we still need to find your lab, and at this rate, we will need to run back.”

      “I hate running,” she grumbles.

      “I figured.” I laugh, unable to stop myself, but as we start walking again, my eyes go to the empty shop, where I swear something or someone reached for me. Turning away before I go back and check, I focus on the task at hand.

      I double-check her map as we walk. “Only another hour or so, I reckon. Once we’re in, we need to be quick. No dallying. Get your research and get back, okay?”

      “Of course.” She nods, and she seems excited at the prospect of the lab, making me groan.

      Scientists.
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      Her laugh fills me with joy, and her eyes…

      I could have sworn she saw me. I hadn’t meant to reach out and tangle my claws in the strands of her hair, but I couldn’t resist as they glowed like lights in the darkened shop. When she turned faster than I expected, I melted back into the shadows, but I swear her eyes saw right into me. If she did, though, she would have screamed and run.

      No, she didn’t see me. It was just wishful thinking.

      I stalk her again. She’s almost spotted me so many times, and her earlier act of talking as she scanned the shops didn’t fool me. She knew something was there, but she didn’t know what. She was right when she told the blonde-haired woman I’m not a threat.

      Not to her.

      I won’t hurt her.

      Everyone else? They aren’t safe.

      Even now, I see monsters hunting her, drawn by her companion’s loud footsteps. Some are like me, while some are true animals who were once kings and attractions of this city. Now they hunt rodents and other animals to survive, left by the humans to die. I can appreciate their beauty, though, and the sleek way they slide between buildings, their eyes glowing in the darkness.

      If they try to touch my human, I will end them. Not because I want to, but because I have to.

      She’s mine to protect.

      I follow her, knowing I should get back to my people. They will wonder where I’ve gone. We are all mostly loners and like our independence, and they don’t need supervision, but I have been out a long time. They might think one of the others attacked me, so they could be plotting revenge as we speak, ready to spark a war.

      Yet I cannot leave her.

      Even for my duty.

      Even for my people.

      She’s smart, avoiding the hotspots for animals and monsters. Her eyes are always watching everything, and she evades collapsing buildings and live wires as she moves at a fast pace. Soon, she’s at the heart of the city, which is a neutral zone.

      A meeting place.

      It’s where the very first wave happened.

      What is she doing here?

      She looks around once more before she and the blonde head into the very building that started all of this.

      It’s where they caged my people.

      It’s where they created monsters.
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      ARIA

      We make good time after I give her different shoes. She never complains once, and my annoyance at this whole mission lessens a bit. She’s clearly trying her hardest, and she has no choice but to be here, so it’s best we just get in, get out, and then forget this whole thing happened.

      But even at that thought, my spine tingles with awareness and a sense of knowing.

      Something about this journey feels different, even more so because it’s deeper than I’ve ever gone before, but I have a bad feeling. It’s not just the waning daylight either, though that is a worry. It’s something else, something beyond.

      Something scary.

      I have no choice but to power on and keep moving. I can’t go back without her or her research or I’ll be dead by dinner, so when we come upon the square with the skyscraper that proudly displays “Ingeno Research,” I almost sigh in relief. We are almost there and now one step closer to leaving this place. With another glance around, I cross the huge square, rounding the destroyed fountain, and look at the crater on the other side. It’s not from bombs or weapons but…them.

      The monsters.

      Is this where it happened?

      I still for a moment, staring at the broken earth. What kind of creature could do that? It’s ripped open from the underside, and the hole is big enough to fit two trucks side by side. I’ve never seen the place they call the Reaping in the red zone, and I find myself mesmerised. Everything I thought I knew flies through my head, followed by questions.

      “Aria,” Talia whispers, and when I look back, her hand is on the broken glass door, poised to open it. I pull myself away, shaking my head to clear the thoughts of the past. It doesn’t matter anymore. I have to focus on the present, on the future and getting us out of here alive.

      Hurrying closer to her, I follow her inside the building. It’s darker in here, almost pitch-black towards the back, where the sunlight cannot pierce. I hesitate for only a moment before I bring out my torch and turn it on. “You’re up, Doc. Lead the way.”

      She nods, worrying her lip before she straightens her shoulders and focuses. Her gaze sweeps around the space until she spots what she needs. Moving past old broken furniture, a reception desk, and other junk that doesn’t matter anymore, Talia approaches a seemingly innocent panel opposite a bank of elevators.

      “I hope this is it,” she whispers, pressing it. There’s a beep, followed by a green light, and then it retracts in like a door. Warm, stale air blasts us in our faces, making my nose wrinkle. There are some stairs leading down, and as she steps inside the doorway, bright white LEDs flicker on above us, buzzing with electricity.

      “Here we go,” she mutters.

      Turning off my torch, I hitch my bag higher and throw one last glance at the city before following her down the metal stairs. Our boots echo loudly in the cold, empty space that’s devoid of any movement or noise bar us.

      It’s creepy as hell.

      In the slums, there’s always talking, fighting, and screaming. In the city, there’s the shifting of buildings, the blowing of rubbish, and the distant howls of animals. Here? Absolutely nothing.

      I find myself missing those noises, the lack of sound putting me further on edge.

      In the building above, I could tell that years have passed, decay and dust filling every surface, but down here, it’s spotless, as if the scientists only left yesterday. There’s no dust or overturned furniture.

      The stairs lead to what I can only describe as a maze of glass rooms, allowing anyone standing in the corridor to see inside. I count endless rows of labs with equipment that hasn’t been used since before the wall, including computers, chairs, and fridges still stocked with food—I checked. The power is also on as well, ensuring the air conditioning continues to work, cooling the sweat on my overheated skin.

      The clean, tiled floor squeaks under my feet as I wander through the labs, leaving Talia to get what she came for. I keep an eye on her through the glass, wincing when I catch sight of my reflection. Unlike the spotless, modern feel of the labs, I stand out like a sore thumb, looking like the street girl I am. I wear the usual dirt splotches on my skin from sliding and running through the back streets, my clothes have seen better days, and I don’t remember the last time I did anything with my hair other than pull it back. I clearly don’t belong here. I belong up there, in the ruins, but not Talia.

      Down here, she’s a different woman.

      She is confident, sure, and in charge. I see the transformation come over her as she navigates the lab and equipment like I navigate the city.

      Feeling saddened by all the reminders of abandoned life in the city and lab, I stop my exploration and move to the lab Talia is working in and keep watch instead.

      The door to the upstairs floor is still open, as neither of us wanted to be trapped or locked down here, but it means someone could wander down if they wished to, so it never hurts to be on the lookout. Especially since we would be trapped down here. Even that thought has my back tingling and claustrophobia clawing at my throat.

      I couldn’t imagine working down here day in and day out.

      Talia, on the other hand, is unbothered and focused entirely on the old computer screen coming to life before her. She is seemingly unconcerned about my nerves or how uncomfortable I am.

      Man up, Aria.

      I’ve lived in slums and survived life and the city so far, so I can deal with this musty ass bunker. I remind myself that by the time I get back, I will be rich and will finally have an okay life.

      “How long?” I ask.

      “Hmm? Oh, I’m not sure.”

      That’s reassuring.

      I remain silent, knowing how annoying it is when people talk when you’re trying to concentrate. Following something on the screen, she starts pulling small vials from fridges and containers, checking their labels and correlating the information with the screen before carefully placing them in a square bag with insulation.

      About an hour later, she stops, frowning. “What is it?” I ask, my eyes going worriedly back to the stairs. I’m anxious we won’t be back before nightfall, but that’s a problem for another time.

      “Some of the samples are missing,” she murmurs.

      “Did you double-check? Maybe they were put into a different fridge,” I reply.

      She nods before slowly checking every cupboard and fridge. “No, they are definitely gone…but they should be here.” Crouched on the floor, she turns to meet my eyes. “Who would sneak into the city and steal samples?”

      “No one good,” I mutter, but then there’s a massive crash from upstairs. “And that is our cue to go. Grab your shit. Now.”

      “I still need to collect data—”

      “No time.” I throw her bag at her and yank her to her feet. “That could be anything or anyone, and I’m not sticking around to find out. This will be enough. We go now or we die.”

      That gets her moving. She throws some papers into her bag and nods while I rush to the stairs and peek up. I see nothing, but there’s another huge crash, so I place my fingers to my lips to tell her to be quiet. She nods in fear as I slowly slide up the stairs, not lifting my feet so I remain silent. At the top, I peek around the door, searching for the source, but I see nothing. Maybe I’m overthinking it. I slowly move out into the reception area, Talia on my heels.

      It’s still empty, but the daylight is almost gone.

      Fuck.

      It’s nearly dark, and in the dark, the monsters come out to play.

      “Aria,” she whispers.

      “I know,” I mutter.

      “No, look.” She points, and I look in that direction, my eyes widening as my heart stops. A huge tiger stares at us from the other side of the glass farther down the way. I don’t move or speak, but it headbutts the glass—the source of the noise—before prowling along it, searching for a way in.

      In this dead city, we just rang the fucking dinner bell for it.

      And to think she was worried about monsters…

      I turn to her and shake my head. “We move fast and silent now!” I hiss, grabbing her hand and pulling her out of the door. I throw the tiger a look as I hurry across the square, hoping it will leave us alone, but I should have known better.

      It’s starving and desperate.

      A roar follows us.

      “Run!” I yell, ignoring my own warnings. I know it won’t matter.

      We run, but halfway across the square, something huge hits my back, knocking me to the ground. A second later, while I’m still disoriented, a sharp pain splinters through my body from my shoulder. I turn my head to see the tiger’s mouth clamped on my flesh, its fangs digging into my skin. It gnaws on it like a bone as blood pours from the wound.

      Fuck.

      Talia rushes over, and the tiger lets go before roaring at her, and she stumbles back.

      “Go!” I scream, reaching for a large rock near my head, my injured arm making me hiss as the pain intensifies. I refuse to die like this.

      Talia hesitates, so the tiger releases me and steps towards her.

      I cry out at the pain before I bite my lip to stop myself. If I give into that agony, I’m dead.

      Rolling to my knees, I sway as the blood loss and shock momentarily blind me, but then I hear her panicked yell.

      It’s stalking her.

      She won’t survive, but I can. I know this city, and I’m fast.

      Winding back my arm, I meet her gaze. “Run!” I scream, giving her no choice as I throw the rock right at the tiger. It hits its head, making it turn as it bares its fangs at me. Talia still hesitates, not wanting to leave me.

      The brave fool.

      “Go!” I demand and turn, running myself. When I look back, I see her disappearing between two buildings with one last worried glance at me and the tiger.

      Good.

      At least she’s safe for now. I just need to lose this bastard and find her again. Ignoring the blood trailing down my arm, I keep running, forcing myself to calm down. I’m not dying here, not today, not ever.

      It’s an animal.

      I can outsmart it.

      I slide around corners and over broken glass, not even looking where I’m running. All the while, I feel the rancid breath of the tiger on my neck. It’s playing with me. When I accidentally turn into a dead end, the darkness closing in, I know I’m as good as dead.

      The tiger blocks the only way out, baring its teeth in victory.

      I knew this city wasn’t for humans anymore, but I still ventured inside.

      Foolish.

      Pain makes me weak. I stumble but manage to stay upright, searching for an exit, a weapon—anything.

      Its head drops back, and it roars, the sound jarring me to my very bones.

      I stumble again, my vision darkening from blood loss.

      The darkness behind it suddenly parts, and a shape emerges from it like a demon from a horror story. It lingers there for a moment, observing. I gawk at the huge silhouette of a creature, unsure what to do as it grabs the tiger. The beast thrashes and claws in its grasp, but the shadow doesn’t falter. It watches me with bright red eyes that pierce through the shadows as its arms rise and wrap around the roaring tiger’s neck. Then, with its own earth-shattering roar, it rips the beast’s head from its body and tosses it aside.

      It killed it.

      Which means I’m dealing with a bigger predator.

      A fucking monster.

      It steps into the light, and I finally give into the blood loss, even as I try to fight it.

      Like a woman in an old horror movie or a goddamn damsel in distress, I faint.
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      I don’t really pass out, no, I’m conscious in a way. I try to get to my feet, but they are shaky and unstable. The darkness moves closer, so I crawl backwards, trying to escape it. I’m not weak, and I refuse to be eaten. No thank you.

      There will be no all-you-can-eat Aria buffet for this monster.

      “Stay the fuck away from me, I bet I taste terrible,” I call, but it just keeps approaching. Ignoring my wooziness, I use the wall to the left to get to my feet and grab a stick, using it as a weapon. I swing it in front of me and the shadow stills, but I stumble and then it’s there. I can’t help but scream as arms—impossibly wide and strong arms—wrap around me, and I’m suddenly upside down. It takes a minute for me to realise I’m hanging over a shoulder.

      I blink in disbelief as something bright and long flutters in my vision.

      A tail.

      A fucking tail.

      It waves through the air as we move swiftly, my stomach rolling with the pain from my injured shoulder with each jarring lope of the creature. A hiss of pain escapes through my teeth, and it stills for a moment before speeding up, so I force my pain back.

      When he—it stops again, I’m getting the fuck out of here.

      All this time, I genuinely wondered if there were monsters, if I was alone, and now I don’t have to wonder anymore. I just want to be back at the wall, safe and sound, but it doesn’t stop. It keeps running before ducking into darkened buildings where I can’t see, and then I realise we are moving down.

      Underground.

      Fuck!

      Talia!

      I should worry for myself, but I can’t do that. She’s never been here before. She’s probably lost and scared. I need to get back to her, which means getting away from this bastard. I kick and hit, and then something hits the back of my head, knocking me out cold.
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      When I come to, I’m no longer moving.

      My stomach is still queasy, probably from the pain, and my head aches, but not as much as my shoulder, which is worryingly turning numb. Forcing my eyes open, I realise I’m lying on the floor, the concrete before me dirty and stained.

      There’s murmuring then.

      Voices.

      Lots of them.

      I jerk upright and sit on my knees, my eyes widening as I take in my surroundings.

      I’m in the fucking monster’s lair, surrounded by hundreds of them. They stare at me, leaving a wide, empty circle between me and them, as if they won’t risk getting closer. I almost laugh because they definitely aren’t scared of me, and weirdly, I’m not afraid of them.

      I definitely should be. I blame the shock of the wound.

      They are blood-red, with tails and curved horns on their heads. Most are shirtless, with huge crimson chests and impossible muscles. They are tall too, gigantic.

      A noise has me turning my head, and that’s when I see a throne, a golden fucking throne, with one of the monsters sitting on it. Its huge legs are parted, and its tail drapes over the armrest. Its head is tilted down, with its black eyebrows slanting over empty, midnight black eyes. Somehow, I know it was this creature that took me.

      But why?

      And why the fuck am I still alive?

      “Er, hi?” I say, needing to fill the silence.
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      Her hesitant yet strong voice fills the air, making my people still. Some look at me in question, wondering why I brought the human here. We tend to ignore those who invade our lands above, but others do not. I have killed soldiers who tried to kidnap my people or hurt them, my hands running with their blood as I snapped their necks with joy.

      I am no friend to humans…except this one.

      They are still all wondering why. Why did I spare her? Why did I save her? Why is she here?

      The answer is, I don’t know. I never have when it comes to her. It’s a feeling, pulling me to her from the deepest depths of my soul, I cannot explain.

      The sight of her kneeling before me, her eyes narrowed and posture submissive, has my cock hardening under my loincloth. I ignore it, as always, since we are not shy people. My own won’t even notice, but her eyes widen like she did, and it makes me smile. Her reaction is so adorable. A blush begins to stain her too pale cheeks.

      She is hurt.

      I smell her blood, which is so thick in the air, I can almost taste it. The thought makes my tongue dart out to catch the scent before I lick my teeth, imagining it filling my mouth. The thought warps and my blood thirst changes as I visualise her below me, writhing in ecstasy as I slam my huge cock into her tiny body. I feel the phantom sting of her useless claws scraping down my back as her head is thrown back in ecstasy, her little human body filled with pleasure. My own nails score the arms of my chair as my eyes narrow on her.

      I wonder if she needs to be healed. She clearly does not mend as fast as we do.

      She mistakes my regard, shifting back slightly as her gaze sweeps the space. Realising she is trapped, she turns back to me, correctly guessing I’m in charge. She is brave, my human, but I knew that.

      “I’m not here to hurt you.”

      The crowd begins to laugh at the idea of a human being able to hurt us. Her eyes narrow in anger, and I cover my smiling lips so as not to annoy her by running my hand across my jaw. She huffs and sits back, more comfortable now that we haven’t outright attacked her. I can only imagine what her people say about us, after all.

      “Fine, laugh away, the big bad monsters kidnapping a lone female.”

      Interesting, she isn’t telling us about her friend, probably to protect her. I hold up my hand to silence the laughter when it only seems to infuriate the tiny female. “You were trespassing,” I reply, my voice carrying easily across the space. Her eyes widen at it, and her tiny tongue darts out to wet her lips. I am enchanted by the movement, and I want to see it again. Everything about this human is small.

      “My bad. I didn’t see any signs.” She shrugs.

      “You’re bad?” I repeat with a frown.

      She sighs and mutters under her breath, not realising we can clearly hear her. Are humans’ ears really that bad? “Remind me not to talk slang to the big bad monsters that want to kill me.”

      “We don’t want to kill you,” I retort, leaning forward, placing my hands on my knees.

      A ripple goes through the crowd, but I silence them with one look. She stiffens and raises her eyes to mine, searching them for the truth. “And why would I believe you?”

      “I have not hurt you, have I? No, I saved your life.” I grin. “So, little human, what shall I do with you since you walked so easily into my land?”

      She purses her lips for a moment as if she’s thinking over my words. “You could just let me go.”

      I can’t help but grin as she smiles cheekily at me. This little human sure is funny. I’ve been dreaming of speaking to her for so long, and now that it’s finally happening, I’m greedy for her every glance, word, and reaction.

      “That we cannot do. You know where we live now, and we cannot guarantee you won’t betray that to your people,” I respond easily, purposely not mentioning that I don’t want to let her go.

      “My people?” She snorts bitterly. “Those humans beyond the wall aren’t my people. Most have either tried to rape me, kill me, or use me.”

      I narrow my eyes as anger surges through me so fast, my tail stills before it starts to quiver. I push it back, not wanting to scare her. If what she says is true, it’s no wonder she spends so much time behind the wall with us monsters.

      “We cannot trust any human.” Even as I speak the words for the benefit of my people, and a reminder to myself, they feel like a lie. “You will stay here until I have decided upon what to do.”

      “Reigner.” One of my people, Astoff, grunts and steps forward, glaring at the human for a moment. “We should just kill her now, like we have the others who tried to hurt our people.”

      “She is not like the others. Can’t you see that? She is not a soldier, she isn’t male, and she did not attack us, therefore I cannot justify killing an unarmed, non-threatening human female. Can you? Just because we look like the monsters they claim us to be, that does not mean we should act like it,” I snap, laying down my law on this. His head lowers in shame as he steps back.

      “Of course. As you command, Reigner.”

      “Reigner?” she repeats. “Is that your name?” She cocks her head, seemingly unafraid of the man next to her, who just tried to petition me for her death. Strange little human.

      “No, it is a title given by my people,” I answer. The others stare at me in confusion, wondering why I am telling her this.

      “I see. What is your name?”

      I don’t answer her, and she sits up taller.

      “Mine is Aria.”

      Aria. I repeat it in my head, curling my tongue around the name, claiming it and her.

      “Akuji,” I tell her, though it sounds nothing like how my people pronounce it.

      She tilts her head at the growling third syllable of my name. “Yeah, I can’t say that.” She smirks. “I’m just going to call you Aku or Red.” She shrugs.

      Why does the thought of this little human giving me a nickname make my cold dead heart fill with warmth for a moment?

      I rub at the infernal organ as my people stir further. “Indeed. Well, Aria, come with me. You are bleeding, and it is making my people hungry. We shall heal your wound, and I can think of what to do with you.” With that, I stand to my full height.

      She gulps, running her eyes up and down my body, and I can’t help but pose a little for her before I step closer and offer her my hand. I hear my people gasp and begin to whisper, but I ignore them, knowing I am breaking all of our protocols, our rules, for this little human.

      She hesitantly takes it, and I haul her gently to her feet before patting her hand and turning. Without another glance, not wanting to seem too obsessed with the little human, I walk away. My people part as I stroll through their masses, and when I look back to check, I see her hurrying towards me. Her little legs are unable to keep up, so I slow my steps until she is behind me. My people reach out to touch her, but I snarl and they retreat.

      Once free of the crowd, I move to the tunnel to the left of the main room—the entrance to my chambers and my chambers alone. A guard stands there, and he tilts his head in respect as I move past him, the little human in tow. I hear her stumble, and when I glance back, I find her looking around. She winces and blushes as she catches me watching and focuses on her feet, making me grin.

      Turning forward, I lead her upstairs to the metal door before pulling it open, ignoring my claw marks there as I allow her entrance. She slides past me, the warmth from her nearness making me growl softly. She freezes in the entryway and stares. I shut the door and stand so close, I could reach out and touch her, yet she doesn’t seem to notice. For someone so good at surviving up top, she seems to have bad instincts when it comes to me.

      My breath moves her hair, and she finally turns, her eyes widening when she finds me so close. She doesn’t step back though, even as fear and confusion war in her gaze. “So you are in charge, Red?”

      “You could say that.” I shrug as I move past her, purposely dragging my arm across hers. I head to the bed, not the table, wanting her addictive scent on the furs I sleep on. I perch on the edge and pat the space next to me. “Come, let me heal you.”

      She winces at the reminder, her arm bleeding steadily. Nodding, she approaches, acting trustful and pliant. I watch her greedily. She’s being a good girl, so she’ll get a reward for that. When she sits, she holds her arms awkwardly. I reach out, and she flinches, but I only turn her. She stiffens with her back to me but soon relaxes as I pull the ripped bits of her shirt from the wound, wincing at the maul mark. It interrupts her perfect skin and must hurt her.

      I should kill the creature again, if only for hurting my human, even though it was just hungry and acting on instinct. “This will hurt,” I murmur.

      “No shit.”

      I freeze, and she sighs.

      “Go ahead,” she offers instead.

      “Your words are strange,” I remark as I continue to pick out the dirty bits of cloth. The wound will need to be cleansed properly so infection does not set in, but I can do that and heal her wound quickly…I hope. I’ve never tried it on a human, but I can’t leave her in pain, despite the alluring scent of her blood.

      Her pain is like a physical ache to me.

      Once I have cleared the shirt, being as precise as I can, I lower my head. My long tongue darts from my mouth and sweeps across the wound. She falls to the bed with a cry, her eyes wide as she gapes at me and the tongue hanging from my mouth. “What the fuck, Red?” she yells. “Did you just lick the wound?”

      I nod, and she gawks.

      “That… That… That’s so fucking wrong, not to mention unsanitary!” she shouts.

      Rolling my eyes, I swallow the taste of her, ignoring the throb it sends to my cock as I try to settle her fears so I can help her. “It is how I will heal you. We do not have human medicine here, and we do not need it. If left untreated, that wound will grow infected and affect your mobility,” I explain slowly, looking into her scared eyes. “I promise I will not hurt you, Aria.” She shivers, and I hold out my hand, once again asking her to trust me. “Let me help you.”

      “Why?” she asks softly, and that one question speaks volumes about the life she has led.

      “Why wouldn’t I when I can?” I counter.

      Without dignifying that with an answer, she worries her bottom lip and looks around before realising she doesn’t have much choice. She stiffly moves closer, giving me her back. Not wanting her to change her mind, I swoop down and carefully lave the wound with my tongue, knowing it will help, or at least hoping it will. There is something in our saliva that heals, and it works for our people. When I see the wound stop bleeding, I almost cheer in happiness that it works on my little human.

      Her blood fills my mouth, and my fangs ache, my cock too. My tail thrashes behind me but I ignore it, and the lust I feel for her body and blood, and focus on helping her. If I hurt her now, even by accident, she would never trust me again, and that seems important.

      I concentrate on each small movement of my tongue, carefully touching the ragged, raw edges of the wound. She sighs and her shoulders relax as my saliva starts to work its way into the wound, taking away the pain.

      She closes her eyes as I continue, and by the time I lean back, the wound is nothing more than a jagged scar which will fade in the next few days. There will be a light one, but it will only add to her beauty, to the braveness of my little human and what she has survived.

      I have to breathe deeply through the lust clawing into my skin to restrain myself. It’s a good thing that she doesn’t turn around, or she would see my fangs bared, my tail poised to capture her, and my appearance as nothing more than the monster she thinks I am.

      It takes a lot more effort than it should to move back and restrain those urges—urges I have never felt before when healing another.

      Once I’m sure I am able to stop myself, I wait for her to turn, but she doesn’t move for a while. “Aria?” I ask softly, feeling concerned.

      She finally turns and blinks at me. “Are you done?” Her voice is thick and has me clenching my claws into my thighs to stop myself from reaching for her. Instead, I nod, not trusting my voice. She reaches back, and her eyes widen when she finds the rough skin. “Impossible. It’s closed!”

      “We have healing saliva,” I explain.

      “Fuck off!” she exclaims.

      “You want me to leave?” I ask, perplexed, and she laughs.

      “No, it’s a saying, like holy shit, or I can’t believe it,” she clarifies.

      “Oh, well, it is true.” I shrug and stand, needing to escape her scent. Why did I think it was a good idea to bring her in here? Her scent has filled every free space, nearly making me choke on my desire. I pretend to fold some furs over in the corner, unsure what else to say.

      I can feel her looking at me, but I don’t turn. Eventually, the silence stretches on, becoming uncomfortable.

      “Aku, why are you helping me?” I hear her stand and walk towards me. “Red, why haven’t you killed me?”

      I don’t answer because I don’t know.

      “Stay here, I will be back.” I almost rush from the room, shutting the door and locking it for her safety before I move back into my people’s tunnels to escape the temptation the little human presents.

      To escape my own strange needs where she is concerned.

      Aria, what are you doing to me?
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      ARIA

      I watch him go, and the moment the door shuts, I sag in relief.

      I instantly miss the warmth his large body gives off before I mentally slap myself. The almost seven-foot, fanged, clawed monster isn’t my friend. He hasn’t hurt me yet—in fact, he helped me, but that doesn’t mean he won’t kill me.

      Or worse.

      I can’t grow complacent, because that’s how you die, and if there’s one thing I know, it’s how to survive.

      Standing, I rotate my arm, realising I have full movement back, bar a small twinge. His magic saliva is really something else. If humans ever knew, they would harvest them for it, which makes me understand their mistrust…slightly.

      The monsters aren’t what I expected at all. They are not just feral beasts.

      Well, he’s definitely a beast, with those huge fangs, dark eyes that make me want to misbehave, and knowing little looks, not to mention his lack of boundaries. But if the worst thing he does is lick my shoulder, then I’ll call myself lucky.

      The same can’t be said for Talia.

      She’s up there alone. At the thought, all of my humour fades, morphing to stark cold fear. It’s my job to protect her, and now she’s alone, above ground, and in the dark surrounded by monsters. I need to get back to her so I can protect her and get her home. Fuck the payment, it’s already too late for that, which hurts a little, but she matters more. As much as I wish I didn’t care, I do. She was kind, she was nice, and I got along with her.

      She doesn’t deserve to die alone up there.

      I have to get out of here and help her. Maybe I can convince Aku to help me when he comes back. I’ll just smile sweetly and explain. He seems rational and calm. Hell, he doesn’t even want to hurt me.

      Soldiers… He mentioned he killed them, but they apparently attacked first. I don’t know if that’s true or not, but I do know they didn’t kill me. Let’s hope it stays that way, but I can’t sit here like a good little human captive. I have a job to do, monsters or not.

      Moving to the door, I test the handle but find it locked.

      Fuck.

      Okay, so I’m not leaving through the door. Not that I would want to without Red at my side. The others seem quite happy to kill me, and only his word stopped them. Their compliance could run out at any moment, so it’s better to leave now. Turning back to the room, I blow out a breath and scan every inch for an escape route.

      The room is a mishmash of old human furniture. There’s a huge metal bed in the corner piled with pillows and what I can only describe as fur blankets. A huge eighties rug is spread across the concrete floor, and the walls are a grey brick with claw marks here and there. There is a single, buzzing bright light above, illuminating the space. Some of the wall is covered in road signs and old human band posters and pictures. There are boxes of junk in a corner, with old clothes, shoes, bags, sunglasses, and so much more. I move there now, searching for a new shirt, since mine is half ripped. Most are men’s clothes, so I pick the cleanest one. It smells a little musty, but it will be okay. Holding it up, I realise it’s a light grey colour with bleach signs and a motorbike on the front. Shrugging, I rip mine off and slide into it, tying it at my stomach so it doesn’t hinder my movements, since it trails down to my knees.

      Facing the room once more, I spot an old, dented fridge in the other corner with a small, rickety wooden table before it and mismatched chairs. The whole room feels like a homage to the world frozen above. It’s kind of nice for a monster’s lair.

      It has personality, that’s for sure, and for a big bad monster who was hunted and locked away behind a wall, Aku seems almost…normal, in love with humanity and its possessions. Or maybe that’s a trap that I’m falling into.

      Just as I think that, I hear a commotion outside. My eyes go to the door as I move closer. I press my ear against it, trying to make out the muffled yells. There are some roars mixed in—the beasts are arguing.

      But about what?

      I hear the word human and my name. Oh right…me. Fuck. I listen harder, wanting to know my fate and Aku’s opinion.

      “We should kill her before she tells them where we are!” someone yells, and I hear others agree.

      “She doesn’t seem like them,” another defends.

      “We don’t know that. We can’t risk everything for one little human!” somebody shouts.

      “She has to die for our people. Would you risk us all for her?”

      And on and on it goes.

      He doesn’t want to kill me, but there’s no way he can protect me against all these monsters, and why would he betray his people for little old me? No. I need to leave and fast, before he lets them at me. I might be a strong fighter, but even I can’t take on all of these massive beasts.

      They don’t want to be found by humans, they fear them… The knowledge makes me stumble as I scan the room in panic, looking for an exit. I no longer feel safe here. I don’t spot anything on the walls or ceilings, but there has to be a hole or vent in here. It’s obviously an old set of tunnels for the underground or something. There has to be something…

      Getting on my knees, I crawl around the room, checking everywhere, and that’s when I feel moving air.

      I follow it, ripping back the fur overhang on the metal bed to see a vent below it. It’s just big enough for me, but definitely not a monster, which is why he probably didn’t think it would be an issue. Smirking, I slide under the bed but realise the nails are rusted in each corner. I need something to get it off.

      Slipping out, I get to my knees and search for something, anything, before I spot the toolbox with the junk in the corner. I glance at the door, where the roaring and screaming grow louder, and then I hurry over, rip open the lid, and rifle through it. I pocket a Stanley knife, some screwdrivers, and a few pliers before sliding back to the bed and crawling under. When I reach the vent once again, I pull out the pliers, grip the rusted metal, and start to twist. Sweat beads on my forehead with the force until it finally moves. Dropping the screw to the floor, I move onto the next as I hear a deafening roar.

      Time to go.

      I make quick work of the next two, but the last one is stuck tight. My hand cramps and aches, and I press my back into the wall to help, but it’s no use.

      “Go get her now!” someone shouts.

      Yep, I’m out of here. Dropping the pliers, I twist, grab the metal bars of the bed for purchase, and slam my booted feet into the vent. On the fifth kick, it gives, flying into the metal tunnel with a clank. I crawl inside, ignoring the inhuman roars. Sliding over the vent, I wince when I feel it snag my shirt and cut my stomach. I use my hands and legs to propel myself forward through the dirty, once silver vent.

      It twists right at the end, and I have to scrunch up to fit through it, and then it becomes flat again for what seems like minutes. Sweat drips down my spine and head as I pant. It’s so hot in here, I can barely breathe, plus I’m coughing and choking on dust.

      My name is howled through the vents.

      “Aria!”

      Oh fuck. I hurry forward but reach a dead end, where the shaft abruptly goes up. Shit. I press my back to one side, my legs and arms to the other, and start the long, slow process of shimmying up the vent. The howls continue to come, sending more shivers through me.

      The longing, sadness, and anger in that one word shakes me to my very core.

      I freeze for just a moment before urging myself on, thinking of Talia. She doesn’t have Red to protect her, nor have any skills like me. They will kill her. I’ve got to find her first. It’s what spurs me on and keeps me climbing, even as my arms and legs ache.

      I finally reach a hatch above. Holding myself up with one hand, I twist the handle and push, but it’s stuck.

      I have to shove my entire body into it before it lifts. Pushing it back, I slip through it and roll onto the floor, sucking in lungfuls of fresh air before pulling the knife and looking around. I’m in some kind of maintenance shack. There are tools everywhere, but otherwise, it’s empty bar me. Dropping the knife for a moment, I put the hatch back and lock it before I stand. There’s an old wooden door before me. I move over to it, slowly cracking it open and peering out before shutting it and standing as still as possible.

      Double fuck.

      There’s a red, horned bastard outside, and it’s not mine.

      Wait, mine? No, it’s not Aku.

      It’s a big, scarred one who looks very angry as he scans the surrounding area, no doubt searching for me. Great. I move away and silently wait. I’m not going back into the vent, so maybe if I stay quiet, he won’t find me and I can leave when he moves along. I stand here for at least thirty seconds before I grow bored.

      I pull the knife again, but when I do, I shift my foot, and it hits a screw which rolls across the floor. My head jerks up, my eyes going to the door. Two seconds later, it rips open, and the huge, snarling monster is framed there.

      “Found you. You’re dead, human,” he snarls as he lumbers in.

      “Yeah, no thanks!” I reply, turning the knife and throwing it. He roars as it hits its mark—his eye. As he falls back, gripping it, I grab a bit of wood from the side and leap at him, smacking him across the head. He falls forward, and I bring it down across him again and again as he roars. When he stops and I drop the wood, I kick him for good measure.

      “Some good monster you are. You got your ass kicked by a girl.” I spit on him and turn, not wasting any more time as I rush into the pitch-black city in search of Talia.

      But the monsters hunt in the dark, and I’m their prey.
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      AKUJI

      I ignore my people’s demands.

      The human is mine, and I will fight them for her. I return to the room to warn her of their intentions but find her gone. Ripping back the bed and tossing it across the room, I find an empty hole in the wall. “Aria!” I scream.

      I hear my people crowding into the doorway behind me, disrespecting me by coming into my space. I turn to them and bare my teeth in a snarl. The smart ones back away, knowing they couldn’t defeat me, but I hear the murmurs spreading.

      “The human escaped. We have to find and kill her before she gets to the wall.”

      Fuck!

      They are going to hunt my human.

      “Aria!” I roar once more.

      Fine. If they are going to hunt her, then so am I, and when I find her, she is going to be in big trouble. The possessiveness roaring through me will not be contained. My little human will learn never to betray me again, and as for my people defying me?

      They will also.

      Red takes over my vision, and my muscles bulge as I stand to my full height as I become the monster they created, the very thing even my people fear. It’s the reason they follow me and why others respect me—the haze.

      I shove through those remaining at my door, sending them flying. In mere seconds, I am up through the tunnels, moving faster than any of my people. Those that get in my way get tossed away without thought. They want what is mine.

      Mine!

      They want to kill my little human.

      The red intensifies, and rational thought becomes hard. All I know is anger and possessiveness as I break out into the city. The moon shines down on us as my head drops back and an earth-shattering roar leaves my throat, warning everything and everyone, including Aria, that I’m coming for her.

      I follow her scent, the very scent that is branded into my soul. I easily track her through the city, since I’ve been tracking the little human from the first time she stumbled through the wall.

      She has always been mine and always will be.

      No one, not even my own people, will take her from me.

      I don’t even see where I am, my surroundings a blur as I move through the shadows of the city. I am everyone’s worst nightmare. I could even cross territory lines, and I wouldn’t care. I would fight them all for her and win.

      I am the strongest monster in this city, and she is my human.

      I slide to a stop before a maintenance shack. One of my own is bleeding there, moaning as he starts to awaken. Gripping his thick skull, I lift him into the air with one hand. “Where is she?” I hiss, not even recognising my own voice.

      “The fucking human tried to kill me!” he roars.

      “Where is she?” I snarl into his face.

      “I don’t know. I went to kill her, and she attacked me.”

      In the back of my mind, I idly store the notion that my woman is a badass, but all I can focus on is that he tried to hurt what is mine. I squeeze his head between my hands with a roar until it explodes into brain matter and bone. Dropping his body to the ground, I spin and hiss at everything. Lifting my head into the air, I sniff and catch her scent once more, but this time, I slowly follow it.

      It winds through the alleys and buildings—smart little human.

      It might fool the others, but it won’t fool me.

      She could never escape me in this city. The only place she could go that would be safe from me is over the wall.

      My hunt leads me through winding paths, water, and buildings, where she has clearly tried to disguise her scent. She’s even gone so far as to change clothes. I pick up the discarded jeans, press my nose to the fabric, and inhale deeply. The warm scent goes straight to my cock, hardening it, even as anger and fear war within me.

      I hear my people rampaging as they search for her.

      It won’t be long until it disturbs the other sectors.

      I’d hate to have to start a war for her, but I will.

      I freeze when I hear a small inhale. It’s almost imperceptible, but not to me. The sound has my heart fluttering like a trapped hummingbird. My bloodied hands fist at my sides as I turn, my tail whipping around me as I search for the source.

      As I search for Aria.

      The growl escapes my throat until my voice is more of a hiss mixed with a roar than words. “Aria,” I call out.

      There’s a small shuffle, then silence. She’s here somewhere, hidden in this broken shopfront. She knew she couldn’t escape me, because I am too fast, so instead she chose to hide—from me.

      My human!

      It makes me roar. My tail slams into racks, sending them flying as I crouch. “Do not make me tear this shop apart,” I warn. I know I need to calm down to appeal to her. Currently, I look and sound like a wild monster, so why would she come out?

      I can’t calm down, however, knowing she is in danger every moment she is away from me.

      “Little human, come out now. I won’t hurt you.”

      I hear a snort and narrow my eyes, turning to the part of the room it came from. My enhanced sight allows me to scan every detail. There! There’s a small handprint in the dust on shelves she must have climbed.

      Springing into action, I race for the shelves.

      I am so focused on my Aria, on my human and saving her, that I do not hear the claws nor the heavy breathing until it is too late. Claws drag along my side in a swat, the force sending me tumbling to the wall with a crash. Spinning into a crouch, my fangs extended in warning, I meet the dark eyes of the tiger.

      A mated pair.

      It leaps through the broken window of the shop, the glass crunching under its massive paws. Its tail waves behind it in irritation, its bright coat moving with its slinking prowl. It leaps from the window to the floor, then turns its head and bares its fangs.

      It’s big, but I’m bigger.

      Not to mention faster, stronger, and more deadly.

      It will not get past me, even as I feel blood slide down my side from its vicious pawing.

      “Red?” Aria whispers.

      “Stay there,” I snarl, not taking my eyes off the creature. It prowls back and forth, swiping at me but unable to reach. I want to lure it closer so I can pin it, but the sound of feet hitting the ground behind me has me whirling.

      Aria!

      She climbs down off a high shelf I didn’t even see, and it’s the distraction the creature needs. Her eyes widen and her mouth opens, and I turn, but it’s too late. It slams into me with the force of a human truck. I hear something crack but ignore the sharp pain. A roar splits my lips as I reach down and grip its head, but its teeth pierce my thigh.

      My hands are slippery with my own blood as I manage to move forward and steer us away from Aria so she doesn’t accidentally get hurt. I feel more blood pouring from the wound and know it’s deep.

      He’s going for the major arteries.

      I stumble as dizziness hits me for a moment, but then I grit my teeth and tighten my hold. My grip is slippery, though, and the tiger is determined to have its revenge.

      “Shit! Okay, hold on!” Aria yells.

      “Do not come closer!” I snarl as the tiger bites down harder, making me roar again.

      “Yeah, fuck that, Red,” she mutters, and then she is suddenly at my side. My panic at seeing her so close to the creature has strength flooding my system, but she doesn’t give me time to recover and end the tiger.

      No.

      She has a baseball bat in her hand, and she slams it into the creature’s head. It releases my leg with a whine and spins on her with its own roar, blood dripping down its skull.

      “Bad cat!” she admonishes, pointing the bat at him.

      His head lowers, and her eyes narrow.

      “Aria, very slowly move behind me,” I demand, sagging from blood loss. The only thing keeping me standing is the sight of her and the burning need to protect her.

      “No, bad kitty, here.” She pulls out some meat from behind her. I’m unsure where she got it from, but she tosses it at the creature’s feet.

      He glares at her before slowly sniffing it. That’s when I spot its ribs sticking from its skin. It’s desperate and hungry. She recognized that before I did.

      Clever little human.

      “Good kitty, eat up,” she murmurs softly, almost cooing at the creature.

      “Aria, move away. It will eat you,” I snap, exasperated and weakening from the blood loss. I feel my muscle and skin knitting back together, but it’s too slow. The leg is bum for now, and if the tiger decides to leap at her, I won’t be able to get between them in time. That worry has me reaching for her.

      “He won’t kill you. You’re just hungry, aren’t you, little fella?” she coos and drops the bat before pulling out more meat and tossing it between them. He happily eats it up, eyeing me almost disdainfully before moving towards her.

      I rush closer but freeze when he just rubs along her front with a purr, back and forth, almost knocking her over.

      “See, good boy, you were just hungry, weren’t you? I bet there isn’t a lot here to eat. I know the feeling, baby. It’s okay now.”

      Unbelievable. “Aria, it’s time to leave the tiger,” I say slowly.

      At my voice, it turns and bares his fangs, sitting in front of her as if to protect her. This is why you don’t feed wildlife or monsters, they might just follow you home.

      She huffs. “No.”

      “No?” I repeat in confusion. Maybe it’s the blood loss making me muddled.

      “No. You want to kill me, so I’m not going anywhere with you. I’m finding my friend and getting the fuck back over the wall. Screw you monsters,” she spits angrily.

      “I would never let them hurt you,” I tell her patiently.

      “Yeah, still no, buddy. I’m not trusting anyone with horns,” she snaps, crossing her arms, and the tiger huffs as if to back her up.

      My anger winds through me. “You dare question me? You think I cannot protect you?”

      “From all the monsters in the city?” She laughs, her eyebrow arched. “Yeah, no.”

      “Aria,” I warn.

      “Don’t get all hissy at me, Red. I’m going home after finding Talia. You can either come along and help me and kill any big bad monsters that come for me, or you can stand there sulking and bleeding.” She points, and then with a determined glare, pats the tiger and leaves.

      She climbs out of the window with a devil-may-care attitude, unafraid of the dark streets beyond where my people roam, screaming for her blood.

      The tiger flicks its tail at me.

      “I guess it’s just you and me,” I mutter.

      Turning, he follows Aria.

      “Traitor,” I mutter before deciding I’m going to have to go after her. She’ll get hurt out there alone, and it’s obvious she isn’t giving up on her friend.

      I admire her loyalty, not to mention the warmth flowing through me at her help. She risked her life to save mine. She could have left, could have done nothing, but instead, she put herself in danger to save me. That foolish, incredible human. No one has ever done that before. The shock of it still moves through me as I follow dutifully after her like the hungry tiger she has befriended.

      I spot her walking down the street with the tiger at her side, storming right into the heart of my lands and the people hunting her. She is ready to risk it all for the other human. Either my little Aria is very smart or very brave, maybe both.

      I continue to follow her, moving from shadow to shadow, and when we come across my people, I either scare them away or knock them out if they seem insistent. I cannot blame them for their hatred of humans. I don’t understand my fascination with this one either. All they have known is pain and suffering at their hands, so they have every right to want to kill them.

      But I won’t let them hurt her, nor will I betray my kind and kill them if I don’t have to.

      She doesn’t call the human’s name, knowing the danger of drawing attention to herself. If she was not right in front of me, I would not even hear her because she is that sly and quiet. She easily navigates back to the square where I first found her. Crouching at the edge, she regards the human footprints leading away before standing, and without sparing me or the tiger a glance, she follows them.

      Moving closer, I see the trail as well, even when her human eyes cannot. “There,” I murmur, helping her for some reason. The human is clumsy and uncoordinated, unlike my Aria. She didn’t use the buildings for cover or move through the streets. In her panic, she hit dead ends and had to turn around, and after hours of following the tracks, they suddenly end in the middle of a street.

      “Where did she go?” Aria murmurs, looking around. “She would have left tracks. There’s no blood or signs of a struggle.”

      I scan the area with my sharp eyes, noting some disturbed rubbish and dirt. I know what that means. There was a struggle, but not much of one. Whoever it was, they subdued the human and took her.

      She was kidnapped by another of my kind. Not one of mine…one from another sector.

      The closest border from here is the nightstalkers, but I find it strange that they would leave their lair and roam around, never mind take a human. They pride themselves on their intelligence above us all, staying hidden in their lairs and towers.

      Yet they couldn’t hate humans more.

      I cannot tell Aria that her friend has been taken. She would go after her and head straight into their midst, and I have no doubt they would kill her. Her friend is probably only alive because she isn’t a threat and they want to study her. Aria? She’s a warrior through and through. She would attack them and get herself killed. I would be there at her side, dying.

      No. It is better she thinks she is only lost.

      I will lead her away from their borders on the pretence of continuing the search. She will eventually forget about the human, forget about all humans, and remain here, over the wall.

      With me.

      Her monster.
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      ARIA

      “She isn’t here. She must have double backed after noticing her prints, or they were cleaned away,” Red offers at my side, but he won’t meet my eyes.

      “Is that right?” I demand with my hands on my hips, my new tiger buddy nudging my side and snarling at the monster as if to tell him he has my back.

      “Yes.” He swings his head around to look at me then, his tail twisting. He holds my gaze, one that would make anyone else fidget.

      Is he lying?

      I can’t tell.

      But I can’t see anything. I don’t think Talia is smart enough to cover her tracks. She was too panicked, worried, and confused. No, something happened, and he’s not telling me. I need to find out what happened to her, which means sticking with the big red bastard and his pussy wetting muscles.

      I’m not going back over that wall without her.

      Too many have been lost here. No, I won’t be like the others beyond the wall, only caring for and saving themselves. She trusted me to bring her here and bring her back, and that’s what I’m going to fucking do.

      “Fine, where to then? I’m not leaving her. She trusted me.” I allow a bit of weakness into my voice, and I see him soften. For a monster that millions fear, he truly isn’t that bad. Even if he has claws, fangs, and likes to kill and bite things, he’s definitely not the villain they made him out to be.

      The jury is still out on his people though.

      One thing is for sure, though, he is nothing like I expected.

      “Then we keep looking, little one, come.” He holds out his claw-tipped hand and waits.

      I place my hand in his, giving my body and trust over to the devil himself.
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        * * *

      

      He leads me through the city, checking high and low. We start in tube stations, then check the skyscrapers. We search until my legs ache, my back hurts, and my mouth is dry, but I still don’t complain.

      The closest things to signs of life I see are the small creatures inhabiting the city. He steers me clear of his people or monsters, so it’s just me, the monster, and the tiger.

      No Talia.

      I don’t know if he is purposely leading me closer to where I escaped from or not, but I do notice we are near it. I can’t call him a liar though, because if he’s genuinely trying to help me, I wouldn’t piss off the one creature on this side of the wall that is willing to help me and not eat me alive like a three-course meal.

      Instead, I stay silent, searching for signs of life everywhere, writing her name and a message in the dust and dirt where I can, and listening for any screams or shouts.

      But there is only the silence of the city, no hum or life or noise from people.

      Dawn grows closer. I feel it on the horizon, along with the nip in the air as the sky lightens. He must feel it too, because he stops us after searching yet another deserted house.

      “Aria, it is almost sunrise. We must retire.”

      “No, a little longer,” I demand even as he tugs me to a stop. I yank my hand free and turn to him, but even the tiger is yawning.

      “I cannot be out when the sun is up. We are no good to your friend tired and hungry. We must rest. I promise you we’ll come back in a few hours.”

      I debate it, but I know he’s right. I’m hungry and tired, and I seriously need a wee.

      “Fine.” I sigh, giving in easier than he thought, if his astonished blink is anything to go by. “What does the sun do to you anyway?” I ask curiously.

      “It weakens us,” is all he says. “Come on, I will take you back to my sleeping quarters. No one will disturb or hurt you, I promise. After eating and sleeping, I will come back here with you to find her.”

      “Why are you helping me?” I query as we walk. I am so tired, my feet almost drag along the ground, as if mentioning rest has simply made my brain and body switch off.

      “Why not?” he counters.

      “Because I’m human and you’re a—” I stumble then, and he sighs.

      “A monster? You can say it, Aria.”

      “I was going to say a humanly challenged individual.” I grin at him. “But, Red, seriously, why? No one helps anyone for free, so what do you want from me?”

      “Maybe I simply want to help you, to help anyone for once, rather than just exist,” he muses as he looks down at me. “But don’t worry about that now. Come.” He ducks inside a hole in a wall.

      “Back into the dungeon I go,” I singsong, looking at the tiger. “Come on, buddy, you’ll protect me from hungry monsters who might try to eat me, right?”

      He just rubs against me, so I take that as a yes.
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      ARIA

      I don’t see any of his monsters inside, but he hurries me back to his room, where the door is ripped open from when he came after me. He pulls me inside and shuts it, and when I give it a considering, almost fearful look, he sighs before picking up some discarded furniture like it weighs nothing and placing it in front of it.

      “Nothing or no one will hurt you, human,” he promises, leading me over to the bed on the floor. “They would have to get through me first.” He pushes me down, and I plop to my ass. Between him and the yawning tiger prowling through the room, I feel safe enough to relax.

      A little.

      My stomach takes that moment to rumble loudly, even startling the tiger, who runs over to me with his snout down. I drop my eyes, my face reddening. It’s been a while since I ate, but I’m usually better at ignoring the empty feeling in my stomach, which used to be almost too painful to move.

      “You are hungry,” the monster snarls, almost offended by it.

      I blink and rear back. “I’m fine—”

      “You are hungry. How often do humans eat? How much sustenance do they need?” he questions rapidly.

      I hold up my hand, stopping him for a moment. “Seriously, I’m fine. I’m used to being hungry,” I admit, unsure why that slips out.

      He freezes before moving so fast, I fall back to my hands as his face is pushed into mine. He’s bent before me with a snarl tipping up his lips and his horns almost catching in my hair. “You will not ever be hungry with me, understood?”

      I nod meekly, and he pulls back.

      “Good.”

      “Why?” I whisper. “Why do you care when humans don’t even? They could see me starving and would step over my body like I was nothing… So why?” I find myself asking.

      “Why?” He seems confused. “Why would I leave you hungry when I can feed you?”

      “My own people don’t care, so why should a monster?” I ask bluntly.

      He blinks as if he doesn’t understand the question. “The question you should ask, human, is why your people don’t care but a monster does?” With that, he turns and moves around the room, muttering to himself about human sustenance as I watch him, pondering what he said.

      He’s right—how could they not care, but someone they deemed a creature, a monster, does?

      Are we the fucked-up ones?

      Are we really the monsters here?

      After a few minutes of me thinking about everything, he elegantly sits cross-legged opposite me with his knees touching mine. His tail is draped across his lap, and the contrast between his red skin and my pale complexion has me staring for a moment…as does the fact I’m more comforted by his presence than scared.

      “Here,” he murmurs, handing me food. There’s some wrapped sweets, a bottle of water, cheese, and a tin of fruit. I blink in shock, and he mistakes it for hesitation. He rips up the bread and lifts his huge, red hand to my mouth.

      “Bite,” he instructs patiently.

      My mouth automatically opens, and I take a bite, the flavour of the bread snapping me out of my stupor, so I quickly chew and swallow before taking another bite. He slowly feeds me bite after bite, seemingly happy as I eat. When we are on the chocolate, I finally realise how close we are. My hand is on his, holding it still as I wrap my mouth around his fingers. For a moment, we freeze and stare at each other.

      Something pulses through me.

      Something…foreign.

      “It’s okay,” I promise, breaking the moment as I take the food. Unable to take the intimacy anymore, I avert my eyes. “I can feed myself the rest.”

      He seems unhappy but hands it over and stands.

      As I finish eating, he moves around the room, gathering something as I watch. I nibble on the food for the sake of it, not really hungry anymore but unable to turn a free meal down. When he starts putting it all together between the door and me, and I realise what he’s doing…

      He’s building a bed for the tiger, piling up old clothes, blankets, and things he’s collected, and forming it into a comfy little bed for him. He eyes it warily, moving things until he’s happy, and then he steps back as I watch.

      “Here.” He nods at the beast, who narrows his eyes but wanders closer, swatting him as he goes past. My monster hisses at him but watches as the tiger circles it before curling up, his eyes locked on me in approval. The monster nods like he’s happy and looks back to see me watching him, and then he shrugs in an almost humanlike gesture.

      “He might as well be comfortable, then he will be less likely to kill me.”

      “Don’t you need to eat?” I finally ask as I draw my knees up and rest my chin on them.

      He watches the movement before hesitating. “Yes, but I do not want to scare you.”

      “You won’t scare me. Eat, please,” I urge, not wanting him to starve himself simply for my human sensibilities. I was not, however, prepared for what he does, though I should have been.

      He opens a freezer chest I didn’t see to the side and pulls out raw meat. With his eyes on me, like a test to see how I’ll react, he tears into it. Blood runs across his teeth and lips and even drips down his chin.

      I swallow the bile that surges up my throat and look away for a second before looking back. I need to handle it. After all, I did some stuff I’m not proud of to survive. The things I ate…it would make him sick, and besides, this is who he is. I stiffen my spine and harden my stomach and watch him eat. He even throws some to the tiger, who gratefully rips into it, holding it between his paws.

      Between them, the scent of blood and meat fills the air, making the food in my stomach churn, but I force it down, not wanting to seem weak. At least he didn’t try to feed me that.

      “You shared your meal, you’re a softy,” I tease, distracting myself from the sick feeling in my stomach and the odour in the air.

      He snorts before coming back over and sitting with me. “Don’t let my people hear you say that.”

      “I have to ask,” I blurt out, “what and who are you all? I’ve always wondered where you came from and what really happened.” I don’t believe the human lies, especially after meeting the monsters. They might be brutal, and sometimes rude and feral, but they are not the human-eating, world-destroying creatures they described.

      They seem almost human, apart from the skin colour, horns, and tail.

      So what really happened? How did this really begin?

      “It’s a long story,” he admits.

      “I have time.” I shrug. “Please, I need to know. I’ve wondered since I was child.”

      “It will not be as your people told you,” he warns, but I just nod, so he settles back to tell me. “Please do not fear me after I tell you. It was many, many human years ago. We have adapted, and we have overcome. We were mere children then, new and angry.”

      I stiffen, but he gives me no chance to back out now. He answers brutally, and I soon become enthralled in the story, leaning forward and hanging on every word.

      “We did not come from the sky. We aren’t pollutants or monsters in the sense of what your government tries to sell people. They said that to cover the truth, because the truth, little human, is that they created us.” He launches deeper into the tale, unwinding every monstrous lie I was told by our people.

      “We were created in a lab, the very same lab I found you near. They played god, as you call it. They merged DNA and created…well, us. We were experiments born in test tubes, then watched and used as lab rats, left to grow angry and restless in tiny little glass cages as we were poked and prodded. I was merely a child when it happened—we call it the Great Reckoning. Our people had enough, and their anger had grown so big, they couldn’t control the red haze. In it, there is nothing but our basic instinct’s need for blood and death, cultivated by the humans. We unleashed it upon them, killing all who hurt us and freeing our people. We exploded from the earth and out into the city. The death toll was high, as they killed and destroyed everything, knowing nothing other than pain and hatred. I was hidden down here by an elder and protected as the war waged on above. Humans fled, their weapons and people failing against us. Eventually, some of our people managed to pull back the haze and realised what they were doing was wrong. We were becoming nothing but the monsters they created us to be. It changed the tide, and we retreated, but it wasn’t enough for them. All we ever wanted was our freedom, to find a life after they gave us humanity. They wouldn’t allow it and attacked us, so we fought back. Many died, and they claimed we tried to kill the world. They started to build the wall when they realised they were losing and we would out them. They painted us as the villains, and once the wall was up, we left them alone, learning what it meant to be free. We grew, learned, and formed families, tribes, like you see down here. They left us, and we left them. We know what they said about us, but this? We never wanted this, we just wanted…”

      “To be free,” I whisper, and he nods in pain.

      “To be given the same rights as humans. After all, we never asked to be created. We banded together for protection. I always knew they would come back, and they have over the years, so we kill them to keep our lives safe. They have stolen a few of ours, and the thought of what they are doing to them haunts us all.”

      I gasp, and he nods.

      “What they did was unforgivable and horrendous, but we were no better. We indiscriminately took life and stole innocence. We can never atone for our sins. What we did, even if it was nothing more than a naïve lack of understanding, was not acceptable. We know better now, yet they still attack us, still lie. One day, they will be back, I know that, and I will be ready to protect my people.”

      “You said most pulled back the haze? Are there some that gave into it?” I ask softly.

      He nods. “Just like there are bad humans, there are bad monsters—the ones who like bloodshed, death, and to cause pain. They hang on the very edges of our people, banished for giving into the hatred the humans love. We are not all like them, human.”

      “My name is Aria,” I correct.

      “Aria.” He drags it out in an adorable way. “We are not all like them, we just want to be left alone.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I murmur, reaching out and laying a hand on him. “I truly am. For what it’s worth, there are those out there who question what happened here, who don’t believe it.”

      “But not enough,” he replies, and I nod.

      “No.”

      “It’s okay, it’s the way of life. We survive day by day, still finding ourselves.”

      He becomes quiet then, and I’m unsure what to say before a thought pops into my head.

      “When I was a kid, I was told you would eat me.” I grin.

      “I just might.” He smirks and leans in. “But I promise you would like it.”

      I gulp, unable to look away from his bright, abnormal eyes, and he chuckles as he leans back. “I love the look of shock and curiosity on your face. You fear nothing, do you?”

      “Fear is useless, but I fear enough.”

      “Tell me, what do you fear?” he inquires curiously, tilting his head at me, his horns twinkling in the fire, drawing my eyes again.

      I answer as I stare at them, wondering what they feel like. “I fear starving to death. I fear that one day, I won’t be fast enough, strong enough. That my usefulness will run out, and I’ll end up like every other girl—on her back, too scarred and drugged to do anything. I fear being alone forever, wandering through this empty city day after day alone, never feeling safe, never laughing or smiling.” I move my gaze to his. “I fear being human.”

      “Very honest,” he admits and leans closer. “Touch one.”

      “What?” I ask.

      He grins, and I spy his fangs again. “My horns, touch one, you have been staring at them since we met.”

      I search his eyes, but he seems serious, so I lift my pale hand. He nods his head in encouragement, leaning farther down so I don’t have to stretch. Licking my lips, I gently lay my hand on his left horn, almost jumping at the smooth texture. I expected them to be rough, but they are like silk, so I drag my hand up to the curved tip and back down, stroking it. He groans, and I freeze. His voice comes out slow and deep, his citrus-scented breath wafting across my ear. “Our horns are sensitive, like your little nipples I see poking through your shirt. Keep doing that, and I might just impale you on one or let you hold them while you ride me.”

      I jerk back, and he watches me with hunger. “People don’t speak to me like that.”

      “Then they are fools. They also probably think it but dare not say it to you. You strike me as the quick to act type.” He winks and leans back, proudly displaying the huge bulge tenting the leather fabric tied around his lithe hips. “I told you I like to shock you, but nothing I say to you is untrue.”

      “What do you fear?” I blurt out, trying to change the subject as my cheeks heat and my dirty, traitorous mind drifts to the very things he just described. What would it be like to fuck this monster?

      Moreover, why do I even want to know?

      I spent my life being told stories of the monsters over the wall. I feared them and saw the effects of the war, seeing their marks on this abandoned city, and now here I am, sitting in front of one, wondering what he looks like under that leather.

      More sharp bits? Is he even a man? Fuck, concentrate, Aria. When I meet his gaze again, he smirks wider, but luckily, he doesn’t mention my gawking. Thank god, I can’t blush anymore.

      “Fear?” he asks.

      “Don’t say nothing like some cocky idiot,” I mutter.

      “Everyone fears something, little one, even the monsters.” He sobers, dragging his thumb along his lips, and for some reason, it makes my thighs clench. “I fear…solitude. I fear my people being locked down here forever for simply existing. I fear what the truth would bring. I fear what will happen when they finally decide to cross that wall.” Leaning in, he captures my chin and pulls me closer, our lips almost touching. “But right now, I fear why I crave this fiery, wild little human sitting before me so intently, I can barely breathe past my lust.”

      “Akuji.” I sigh.

      “Don’t say my name like that, not now when all I can think about is tasting those tempting little lips or burying my head between your clenched thighs that do nothing to disguise the sultry scent of your desire.”

      I don’t know where his sudden braveness has come from. I didn’t even think he thought like that, which was foolish. He’s a male, even if he is a monster, yet the things he’s saying have me shivering, and not in fear.

      What is happening to me?
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      AKUJI

      I expect to taste her terror as she stares right back at me, but instead, her eyes flare with interest, confusion, and desire, making me groan. My tail snakes around her body, stroking down her back and bringing her closer before caressing her thigh. She jumps and looks at it before her gaze comes back to me.

      My eyes drop to her very human lips, wondering not for the first time what they taste like. I never understood the human obsession with lips meeting until I saw her, and then all I could think about was touching them, tasting them, and licking them like I had seen other humans do back in the labs when they thought they were stealing moments from everyone else.

      I wonder if she would let me.

      She isn’t leaning away or running, even as my tail holds her to me, yet it’s not close enough. I’ve wanted this little human for so long, watching and aching for her from afar. My people would call it wrong, because humans are the enemy…but how could we be enemies when she feels so perfect and right?

      Just as I am about to test it, to see if she would run, a yawn splits her lips. Her cheeks blush as she covers it, mumbling an apology.

      “You’re tired. Come, little human, you need rest,” I murmur softly, reaching for her again. I wrap her in my arms, taking liberties. Either she is too tired to care, or she isn’t afraid as I lay us down in my nest, flicking my tail at the cat’s meow. I place my back to the door to protect her in case of an attack and wrap my seven-foot frame around her tiny one. She feels small and soft against me, which has my possessiveness roaring its head. How can such a little thing be so fierce and strong?

      Still, I stiffen, unsure what to do, but my human has no such qualms.

      She snuggles into my chest like I am a comfort for her, claiming me with her body until every inch of me is hers, and I would die a thousand deaths just to stay here with her in my arms.

      My heart beats rapidly as her tiny hands curl into my chest. Tilting my head, I look down at her in wonder. Never has anything felt like this before, as if I would rather cut off my arm than move her. It’s an honour she is bestowing upon me—trust. That’s what this is, trust, as she sighs and slowly falls asleep. Tiny, adorable snores fill the air, and I still do not dare move an inch in case I disturb her, in case she moves away, remembering I am the monster she was warned about.

      Yet in my heart, I know I’m not just a monster. I’m her monster now.

      I belong to this little human, and when she goes back over the wall, my heart will follow her.

      The cat snores loudly, and I know he feels the same. This little human came over the wall to escape her people, but she will go back to where she belongs and leave us here, wondering how we ever lived before her.

      “Do not leave, little human. Stay here with the monsters…with me. I promise I will protect you like they never did. You will never be hungry or scared again. Stay,” I beg, knowing she cannot hear me.

      Knowing she will leave.
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      ARIA

      I wake up warm. Really fucking warm. It’s unusual for me, since that shitty shack I live in is usually freezing, and more than that, my stomach is full.

      Full and warm…

      I’m not at home.

      When I open my eyes, the first thing I see is an expanse of red skin, and it’s then I remember where I am and who I am pressed against. Stiffening, I find I’m barely breathing, but he is. He inhales slowly, and when he exhales, it blows across my hair. His head is pressed to the top of mine. I’m curled into his chest, his legs are entwined with mine, and his tail is wrapped around them as if locking me to him. The room is quiet, bar his breathing and my racing heart.

      Akuji.

      My monster—not mine. He is the monster who saved me from his people, the one who fed me and kept me safe. I’ve never slept that deeply or long before, usually flinching at every little noise. It’s then I realise that I feel safe with him—safe and protected. It’s strange, since I was always warned the monsters would eat me. It makes more sense now that I know my own people created them. No wonder they hate us…

      Well, most of them.

      He doesn’t, especially if I read last night right. He was going to kiss me, I was sure of it, and part of me wanted him to. I wanted to kiss the big, red scary bastard who touched me like I was breakable. As I roll my head back slightly, his own falls to the nest of furs beneath us, and I get a good look at his face, taking the time while he’s asleep to analyse and remember it. I ache to reach up and stroke his strong jawline and cheeks, even as his fangs peek over his almost dark red lips. He truly is beautiful. How could anyone ever look at them and think monster?

      Yes, he’s huge and has a tail and horns, but after one look into his eyes, I knew he was better than most human men.

      Pain stabs through me at what happened to him, to his people. I can’t blame them for feeling angry. I hate my people too, and they never personally tortured me the way they did these people. And they are people, not monsters. Their differences only make them that much more alluring.

      Licking my lips, I curl my hands tighter into his chest, feeling the lack of give in his solid muscles.

      I’ve only ever been with one guy, purely because I wanted to know what it felt like, but he was never like this. He was skinny and starved like all of us poor bastards. He was scared and it was over fast, leaving me unsatisfied and dirty. But pressed against this monster, all other thoughts disappear. True lust pounds through me until I know this is what it’s supposed to feel like, wanting someone so much, it’s hard to breathe. My thighs clench, trying to rid myself of this deep burning ache that started when I first saw him sitting on that throne.

      They say they are monsters, and they call him a freak.

      All I feel right now, though, is how much I want him. My imagination runs away with me as I visualise what it would feel like to have that strength surrounding me, to taste those horns, and to feel what else that tail can do. He’s still happily sleeping, but I’m wet and panting against him, almost wiggling to get closer.

      My own need takes over until I don’t even recognise myself.

      I should wake him up, insist we carry on the search, and go back home, but I don’t want to, not right now. Right now, I want him to wake up and finish what he started. I want him to kiss me the way we both wanted to, and I want to know if he tastes like he smells.

      All woodsy and male.

      I dart my gaze to his face, then back to his chest. Slowly, ever so slowly, I lift my fingers and delicately stroke his chest, feeling the hardness of his skin. It’s so different from humans, and there is no give at all. It’s like metal covered in satin, and so good, I can’t help but explore further.

      My eyes flick back up to his, only to freeze when I realise those black orbs are locked on me. He didn’t move, didn’t even breathe differently, but he’s awake and watching me.

      Gulping in fear and embarrassment, I try to pull my hands away. “Sorry. I was curious about what you felt like,” I admit, not speaking above a whisper.

      With an exhale, he reaches up, cups my hands, and brings them back to his chest. “Do not let me stop you, little human. You can touch any part of me you like.”

      Panting, I look back at his chest, and at his urging, carry on my explorations. I trail my fingers up his chest to his throat, which vibrates with a growl as I stroke his jaw, and over to his lips, where I brush my thumb across. They part slightly, his warm breath blowing across my fingers. I caress the pillow soft bottom lip to his fang. Unsure, I stop before pressing my thumb to the tip, hissing slightly as it cuts. A drop of blood wells on my thumb as I pull it back.

      “Let me,” he purrs, carefully bringing my hand to his mouth.

      Holding my gaze, he slowly sucks my thumb into his mouth, tasting my blood and desire. The heartbeat in the wound echoes throughout my entire body, right down to my throbbing clit, as if he is sucking on something else.

      I almost come just from that one touch alone, and I know I need him to kiss me.

      He must feel the same, because he pops my thumb from his mouth and with a growl, he buries his hand in my hair, yanking me closer as his head descends. My eyes close, ready for the touch of his lips, when there is a snarl.

      My eyes shoot open in time to see the tiger smacking him with his giant paw. Akuji grunts and shoves me away so I don’t get hurt as the tiger bites down on his shoulder. It’s not hard enough to break the skin, but it’s hard enough that he’s able to drag Akuji away from me before he drops him. Huffing and moving over to me, the tiger curls up before me as if to protect me.

      I can’t help it—I laugh.

      Akuji sits up, angry before he sees me, and then a smile tips up his lips as my giggles fill the air. I reach for my tiger and pat him. “He was protecting me,” I say between laughs.

      “I guess he was,” he grumbles, but he’s still smiling as he gets to his feet.

      Sighing, I flop to my back, the moment broken as reality crashes down.

      Talia. She could be hurt or worse, and I’m lying here, laughing. I stroke my tiger once more before I get to my feet as well. “I guess we should get back to searching.”

      “Not without you eating first, little human,” Akuji orders, making me roll my eyes. He moves away and comes back a moment later with some water and more random bits of food. “I will find some better food today—”

      “This is fine, thank you,” I tell him sincerely as I sit down and nibble through it. He shares his own breakfast with the tiger again, and after, he takes my hand and leads me from his room. I duck my head at first before lifting it and meeting every prying eye of the waking monsters. Some snarl and some shout, but he ignores them until we reach the exit, and then he barks orders at them and pulls me out.

      The fresh air fills my lungs, making me sigh before I realise I really need to pee. “One sec!” I call, darting away. I hear a snarl, and then he grabs me, slamming me into his chest.

      “I wasn’t running again.” I sigh, patting his arm. “I need the toilet.”

      “Oh,” he replies and slowly uncurls his arms, dropping me back to my feet and letting me go. “Stay where I can see you.”

      “No, you perv.” I laugh as I move to the closest shop. He follows as I pass the counter and rails and find the toilet at the back. I partially shut the door, needing some light to see, and squat, doing my business and cringing when I realise there is nothing to wash my hands with.

      “Are you okay?” he calls.

      “Fine.” I almost squawk when I go to open the door and find him outside, protecting me. It makes me smile as I bound to his side. “Let’s get back to the hunt.”

      He looks down at me and nods. “Of course, little human. Hopefully, we find your friend today.”

      He’s such a liar.

      I hear the displeasure in his voice, and for a moment, I feel the same.

      Because when I find her, it means leaving him.
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      ARIA

      It’s been two hours, and there is no sign of Talia. I’m starting to get really worried, and I take it out on Akuji. He watches me nervously, steering me around obstacles as I rage and stomp. It’s unlike me to be loud and obnoxious, but part of me feels like I can be this way with him and my tiger at my side.

      “Where is she?” I spit.

      I hear him sigh, and then there’s a rustle. I jerk my head up, and he grabs me, yanking me closer and placing his hand over my mouth to silence me as if I were that dumb, but I was—I was being loud. Fuck. He holds me there for what feels like hours but must be minutes before slowly releasing me.

      “We should head bac—”

      “Not without her,” I hiss.

      “Aria.” Even the sexy way he says my name doesn’t calm me down, especially when I see him look away. I’m tired of this shifty shit. He knows something, and I want to know what it is.

      “Tell me,” I demand, turning to him with my arms crossed.

      “Tell you what?” he asks, frowning, but his eyes keep going back to our surroundings, searching for threats.

      “Whatever you are hiding from me. I saw your face when we found the trail, when I mentioned Talia. You are hiding something from me, and I want to know what. Now,” I snap.

      “Aria, shush,” he demands, but I step closer, poking him in his chest. I’m pretty sure it hurts my finger more than him, but it gets his attention.

      “Everyone lies to me, but I never thought you would. Tell me what happened to my friend, or I will run and you will never find me,” I threaten.

      He snarls, but when he realises I’m serious, he scrubs at his face. “Not here, I heard someone.” He grabs me, and I go to shake him off, but he tosses me over his shoulder and turns. I have to clamp my lips shut to stop a scream when he runs right at the closest building and then bends and leaps into the air. We soar through the air, my stomach plummeting, and just as I think we are about to fall, he slams into the wall with a grunt. His claws cut into the brick, and then he starts to climb one-handed, the other binding me to his back, and within moments, we are up and over and on the roof. He places me on my feet, points at the ground to tell me to wait, and searches the rooftop.

      When he’s sure it’s empty, he comes back to my side, sitting heavily like he is dreading answering me. That in itself has me worried. “Please, Akuji, tell me, it was my duty to protect her, to get her in and out safely… I need to know. Is she dead?”

      “Yes, no, I don’t know,” he finally admits, turning his head to look at me, his skin glistening under the full moon. How easily did I go from day walker to night walker? “She was taken.”

      “Taken by whom?” I question.

      “Another tribe. I know which one, their tracks were evident.”

      I jerk back. “But why?”

      “I don’t know, but they didn’t kill her then and there, which means they want her for something. For what, I don’t know.”

      “We have to go get her—”

      “We cannot. If I cross into their lands, it’s a death sentence—”

      “I am not leaving her surrounded by monsters!” I yell, my voice echoing around the empty roof. “I can’t, I won’t, she’s not like me, Akuji. She’s not a warrior. She’s a thinker. She has to be so scared! She trusted me.” I sag, rubbing my own face and stinging eyeballs. “She trusted me to keep her safe, and I failed.”

      “Aria.” He reaches for me, placing me in his lap, where he holds me close. “You did not fail her, you almost died to keep her safe. She ran right into them, that much is obvious. The tribe… They aren’t killers like mine or the outer ones. They are thinkers. They are like your scientist, banding together for their love of knowledge. I don’t think they would kill her. They would want to know what she knows first. That will keep her safe for now. I will reach out and request a meeting, and we will get your friend back. I promise. I am sorry I lied, I just wanted to keep you safe.”

      I let him hold me, and several minutes pass by before I push away. “Okay, so how do you make this request?”

      “I will send a runner. We will go back and do it now. You can eat and rest—”

      “Humans don’t need that much rest.” I snort. “We aren’t totally breakable.” For some reason, my eyes drop to his lips when I say that. We both freeze before I clear my throat.

      He takes my hand and leads me away, an awkward tension stretching between us.

      “Tell me about the ones you think took her.”

      “They are a different type of monster than us. They cherish science and ache to know where we came from as if that can solve our future. They search for answers in the past. I once saw them in the lab you were coming from when you were attacked. They took…objects from there.”

      “So that’s where they went,” I mutter, and he nods.

      “Yes, I do not know what or why. Most of us want to forget what happened there, not obsess over it. I think they believe if they can figure it out, they can make peace with the humans so we can co-exist.”

      “You don’t?” I ask.

      “No, humans are greedy, frail things.” He winces. “Sorry, I didn’t mean you.” I wave it away, and he continues, “They don’t like the threat we pose. If the truth ever came out… No, I don’t think there will ever be peace. They will continue to try and destroy us, and we will do the same until nothing is left but death.”

      “That’s sad,” I murmur.

      “It is, but it’s the way your people live. They crave war. They crave destruction, never happy with what they have. I will protect my people with my very life if I have to.”

      I move closer, not liking the idea. He pats my hand like he feels my worry.

      “Not to fear, little human, I will keep you safe.”

      “Safe here with the monsters,” I joke. “I guess that makes me a sympathiser.”

      “Or an honorary monster.” He winks.

      “I like that.” I grin before it fades. “I hope Talia is okay.”

      “As do I, little human. As do I.”
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      AKUJI

      Once back underground, I hurry her to my room, where I feed her and let her settle in. The tiger is gone, but I do not worry, he will be back. He won’t go far, and as long as he doesn’t eat my people, we are okay. When I’m sure she is settled, snoring away, I lock the door and turn to my most trusted commander, Roroak, who waits there.

      “Protect this door with your life. I will kill you myself if anyone comes in or out, understood?”

      He nods, his eyes flicking to it. Unlike the others, he doesn’t seem to have a problem with my human, and only curiosity fills his eyes. “What are you planning on doing with…her?” he hedges. From anyone else, I would take it as an insult to my leadership, but I know he merely means to ask if he can help or brainstorm with me. It’s been that way since we were children. I was always the reckless one, running around the city, brazen and outspoken and good with people.

      He was always gruff, unsure, and preferred to talk with his fists, so we made a good pair.

      I also trust him with my life…and now hers.

      My Aria.

      “I do not know,” I admit, lowering my voice so she doesn’t hear if she wakes. “I cannot explain it, my friend, but I need to protect her. I couldn’t bear it if she were hurt. She isn’t the enemy.”

      “The others might not see it like that.” Again, it’s a short, clipped statement.

      “I know.” I clap him on the shoulder. “I will make them. She isn’t here to hurt us. Like us, she has been hurt by the humans. That’s why she is here, hiding behind our walls. She’s just trying to survive, like us. She is lost and alone. You remember when we were like that, don’t you?”

      He nods and sighs. “You know I will follow you. I always have and always will. If you say she isn’t an enemy, then I believe you. I will not leave my post. No one will touch your human, Reigner.”

      My human… Is that what she is?

      Why does it feel so right?

      I just announced my stance on her. If anyone were to hurt her, they would have to go through me. It will mean a challenge, and I will lose some people I spent years protecting and growing up with, but she’s worth it. My eyes go to the door. I am about to find her friend. It will change everything, and yet I will still do it to make that worry disappear, to see her smile again.

      Once in the main chamber, I find most of my people gathered inside. They turn when I enter, obviously speaking of my obsession with the human. “First things first,” I announce, my voice carrying. I need to get this over with before we can continue. “The human is mine—I am claiming her. Anyone who touches her will face my wrath and either death or excommunication. This is my declaration.” It enrages some people, and I narrow my eyes, snarling, “Does anyone have a challenge to that?”

      “I do!” a voice rings out, and two others follow.

      They are young warriors who are too young to remember the war, to remember my legacy. The others hesitate, knowing who I am and what I have given for my people, wanting to trust me. I will concentrate on that now by ending these challenges. They will trust me again, and once they realise my Aria doesn’t want to hurt them, they will trust her as well. I will not lose my people.

      “Then step forward,” I hiss, my voice low and angry.

      Three warriors move through the crowd. One has a broken horn, one is skinny, and the other is big, but I’m bigger. I know their names. I remember their parents. They are orphans, all of them. Their parents died in the war, just like my own, or were captured when they were just babes.

      I change my stance and bend my knees, lowering my hands as my claws lengthen. “Then come and defeat me if you can.”

      They surge forward, and I leap from the throne podium to face them. I spin through their masses, my claws slashing and tail stabbing. One cries out as he falls with a claw mark across his chest, bleeding badly. The skinny one, Wren, hesitates, intelligence shining in his eyes, so I turn to the bigger brute, Yelm. “You traitor,” he snarls at me.

      “I know your anger, brother. I hate the humans too, but she is also an orphan. She is like us,” I explain.

      “She is a human! We cannot trust any of them, and now you!” he roars and leaps at me. I don’t want to do it, but I see the madness in his eyes. He hates them, the humans, and he will never accept her. He is a threat to her, one I can’t let stand. I slash my claws mid-air, catching him across his belly.

      I injure him deeply, but it’s not a killing blow. He collapses to the ground with a whine, his horns turning pale as his blood pools on the floor. “You are wrong.” I crouch and say, “You are jaded. To survive, we must adapt. You cannot do that. You put your needs before our people. You are excommunicated.” I stand and step over him to the skinny man. He nods and moves back, admitting defeat.

      Smart.

      “She is mine!” I roar it, my claws dripping blood. My words are filled with possession and need. “This is our future!” I yell, pacing as I look at my people. “We adapt, we survive—it is our way. They are not all evil. We can survive this. We will learn about them, about our enemies. She will help us. She will be one of us.”

      Some start to agree, stomping and cheering.

      “I will lead us to victory, to the better life we all dreamed of! We may be the monsters they call us, but we will not stoop to their level. We will defend our home and those who seek sanctuary here!”

      Roars fill the air. “Here, here!”

      “We are the monsters of the dark! We are Tribe Nightfang!”

      Their echoing roars are deafening, and when I look back, Yelm has his eyes closed, still pained and angry. I know why he fought. When I was younger, I would have too. I hated the humans for what they took from us, for what they did. You can hate your masters, those who created you, and still love them, and I did. But you can’t let that hate blind you to possibilities. They killed his family, and we undoubtedly killed theirs. He holds onto a child’s anger, not seeing how it will hinder our people or his life. I hate to see him go, to toss him out and make him be alone again, but it’s the only way. If he stays, he will be a threat to my people and her.

      He will do anything to get revenge.

      Even betray or hurt his own.

      He’s blinded by it.

      Maybe some time alone will help that.

      “Take him to the south and make sure he has supplies,” I order and look back at him. “One day, I hope I see you again, Yelm, and I hope you understand why I do this. You are so full of rage, brother. It will eat you up. I hope you find someone who takes that away and replaces it with hope.”

      “You betray our people for one little human!” he snarls as he is lifted between two people, struggling to stay alive. “You will bring death to us all!”

      “No, that is you, brother.” I nod and watch as he is led away. Turning back to our people, I scan their faces. “I need a volunteer, a messenger to go to Tribe Acumen.”

      Hren steps forward, a smart, older strong warrior. He’s a good choice. He also has friends there. “They have another human. Tell them we must meet. Tell them if they harm the human, not only will it bring the humans down on their heads, but me as well.”

      He blinks but nods, silently moving off to do just that.

      “Tonight, we feast in celebration of a new future! A future of happiness, new friends, and new chances, not just fighting and death!” I declare. It will give them something to celebrate. I watch as food is brought out, ale too. I make the rounds, saying hello and talking before sneaking back to my room, needing to see her.

      Aria.

      Roroak is still at the door. He smiles. “You always did have a way with words.” He sighs. “She tried to come out, but I told her to wait. She is most…impatient, your human, and she has a strange tongue on her.”

      Snarling, I slam him into the wall, the adrenaline from the challenges still moving through me. “You will not look at her tongue!”

      “I meant her words!” he wheezes.

      “Oh.” I drop him. “Yes, she does, doesn’t she?”

      He glares at me but straightens. “Yes, now I’m going to eat while you have fun with your human. I hope you know what you are doing.”

      I watch him walk away.

      Me too, brother. Me too.

      All I know is that I’m willing to risk it all for her, for a better life with her at my side.
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      ARIA

      As soon as he steps into the room, I leap to my feet and race to him, about to check him over, before I freeze. I clear my throat as he watches me curiously. “Sorry, just… Are you okay? I heard fighting and roaring.”

      “That’s typical down here.” He smirks, and then there’s a knock. He blocks me as he answers it, speaking in a different tongue, and when the door shuts again, he hands me a metal plate. “Here, eat. There’s a celebration out there, and they made you food.”

      “A celebration?” I take the plate, hesitantly sitting down before picking through the food. There’s some raw meat, but I ignore that and eat the other bits. “Shouldn’t you be with them as the reigner?” I sound out the word, unable to make the growling syllables.

      He grins widely at me, his sharp fangs on display, like I’ve done something to be proud of, and like a stupid idiot, I preen under his proud gaze. “I have seen to my people. I would rather be here with you, little human.”

      “Is that so?” I tease, unable to help myself.

      He makes a strange grunting growling sound that has a shiver going through my body, his dominance almost washing over me. Sometimes, he’s almost human, but other times, he’s completely monster. Like now, as he paces with his tail curling through the air, his horns shining in the light, his eyes slitted, and his fangs hanging over his lip as he jerks his head at the plate. “Eat,” he demands.

      Rolling my eyes, I do as I am told, simply because I am really hungry. The food isn’t bad. Sure, there’s some old chocolate that’s suspicious, but when I take the first bite, I almost come. I don’t think I’ve ever really had any until this moment, and I can’t stop myself from devouring it like a beast.

      When I blink my eyes open, I find him before me, and I fall back. His eyes are completely black now, his fangs seem bigger, and his tail whips behind him as a low growl emits from his body. My own eyes widen as his claw-tipped hand reaches through the air, making me completely immobile. He twists his finger and ever so carefully, slides it across my lips and cheek, pulling it away to show me some melted chocolate. With his black eyes still on me, keeping me pinned under his gaze, he lifts his finger to his plump mouth and sucks it clean.

      I clench my thighs together as lust pours through me. His eyes track my every movement, and the growl seems to increase. When he tips his head back, sniffing the air, mortification fills me.

      Can he smell my arousal?

      Fuck!

      Leaping to my feet, I skirt around him, putting space between us. “So tell me more about your people,” I hurriedly request, trying to change the subject and distract myself from obsessing about his lips or fingers.

      He’s the one who’s still now, his tail poised as if to strike. His black eyes track my every movement, the only move he makes himself. “What do you want to know?” His voice is just a growl, the low cadence making me turn away. My nipples pebble through the thin shirt, and an ache blooms deep inside of me. Even his voice has me wet, and he knows it. He sniffs the air again, and a proud, masculine smile curves his lips, only the fangs add to the effect rather than detract.

      I search the room for something, anything, to use as an escape, but I’m trapped here with him. It’s not fear that he might kill me that has me keeping my distance, but fear that he might eat me alive and I would enjoy it.

      “You are…aroused.” His voice is deep and has me thinking of very different things he would probably growl out before heat blooms in my cheeks.

      I turn to him in astonishment, sputtering, “You can’t—You don’t just go around saying that!”

      “Why not?” he asks, his brows furrowed in confusion as he steps towards me. I step back until we are playing cat and mouse. “It is true—I can smell your need.”

      “It’s not—People don’t just come straight out and say it.”

      “Then people are idiots.” He smirks. “Arousal is normal, arousal is good. The smell of desire to a fertile male is enough to drive them wild. Many fight and die for the pleasure of their women to show their strength.”

      “Yeah, well, no, humans don’t do that. We play…hard to get. We don’t always admit when we are, erm, aroused,” I mutter, completely embarrassed by this conversation.

      “Why?” he queries. “Why would you hide it when giving into the arousal is so much sweeter? Men would beg to give you pleasure, to taste a drop of your desire.”

      I blink at him in shock. “Human men don’t. They sometimes use it against you,” I admit. “Sometimes, they take when you say no, or if you want it too badly, they call you horrible names, as if women shouldn’t relish the same arousal they have.”

      “I do not understand,” he rumbles. “Arousal is good. It is a sign of companionship, sometimes even love, but always trust. It is an honour for a female to desire you.”

      “Not with my people.” I laugh bitterly as he carries on walking towards me. My eyes drop to his front, noticing his obvious erection, and it’s massive. “Erm.” I cough, my cheeks heating so much, I bet I’m just red all over.

      He tilts his head, glancing down at his clear sign of desire. “With my people, we do not hide the proof of our wants. We show our females how desirable we find them.”

      “I am not one of your females,” I whisper as my back hits the wall. He continues walking towards me until I have to tilt my head back as he stops in front of me.

      His hand comes out, and I hold my breath, but all he does is twine a finger through my hair, tugging at it. “Your hair is the same colour as my skin,” he murmurs, and my breath catches, because he’s right—it is. “And it does not matter. I have wanted you since the moment I met you, but I did not wish to scare you, little human.”

      “Yeah, you terrify me,” I admit, and not because he’s a monster, but because I’m starting to feel comfortable with him, more comfortable and safe than with my own kind, while also craving him like I’ve never craved another. Desire has always been a second thought, not exactly a priority, but with him, it’s like I can’t even breathe through the desperate lust, and it’s all I can think about. My eyes run greedily across his exposed muscles and then back to his lips.

      I wonder what he would taste like.

      “Do not fear me, Aria. I would never hurt you. I would rip out my own heart before I did.”

      “People do not talk like that,” I say again as his huge arms come up and press to the wall on either side of my shoulders, trapping me. His entire focus is on me, his desire still evident as he sniffs the air as if drinking in my own.

      It shouldn’t excite me as much as it does.

      I need to get out of here before I do something stupid, like throw myself at Akuji.

      “Can we stop talking about this please?” I beg, and luckily, he takes pity on me. His arms still cage me against the wall, where I pant, feeling tiny and so fucking turned on that I want to climb him and give into my curiosity.

      “Yes, Aria,” he rumbles, but then he leans in and licks my face, and it shouldn’t be as hot as it is. “But just so you know, your scent will stay with me forever, keeping me harder than I have ever been before, dreaming of the chance to give you the pleasure your body so desperately wants. I would kill every monster here for that honour. I would tear down the wall for it. I would give you so much pleasure, you would never want to go back to the humans. But I will wait. I will wait and dream of it.” Leaning back, he brushes his lips across my face, the tips of his fangs scraping along my lip. I inhale and lean into him. “And if you want to act upon your desire, Aria, I will be waiting. No judgement here, I am not a human male. I am a warrior who would revel in it, who would roar to the heavens with the joy of getting to give it to you.” He steps back and lies down casually, like he didn’t just blow my mind.

      I slump into the wall, staring at him. His eyes are closed, and his body is relaxed, even with a giant tent in his leather, making me gulp and look away.

      How the hell do I survive him?

      “What do you wish to know about my people?” he finally asks, and I slump a little more. I am too overwhelmed by him to think clearly.

      “Anything,” I rasp out, my voice hoarse as I desperately ignore the pulse between my thighs and how much I want to throw myself at him to find out if what he says is true.
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      “No!” I gasp with a laugh, falling into him.

      He catches me with a chuckle of his own. “It’s true—I had no idea. I was just running around naked like a wild animal, trying to catch the pig, until the elders found us and told me it was a joke.”

      I laugh harder, tears filling my eyes as my sides ache. He has told me story after story about his people, about him, and it only endears him to me more. It reminds me of the glimpses of humanity I still see every now and again—family, love, companionship, joy, and laughter. They live their lives so fully, even as we bury our heads and live in anger.

      They enjoy every moment, knowing it could be their last. They fear nothing, not even death, only the lack of life. They enjoy the simple pleasures, like hunting, eating, and being together, as well as laughter, music, fighting, and exploring. It’s like they treasure this world and the creatures in it.

      They are so completely different than what I was told.

      They even have families, though theirs tend to be a whole tribe. The elders look after the hatchlings, as they call them, and raise them. They are taught to fight, to be kind, and to protect their people and the world around them. They don’t just talk, they give back.

      Falling to my side, I curl up as I watch him, listening to him speak as he shares tales of his people—people who aren’t monsters.

      The smile on my lips never leaves, and the one curling up his mouth is endearing. His hand strokes my leg as if he doesn’t notice he’s doing it. When he finally lapses into silence, he looks down at me and seems to soften.

      “Why did you come back?” he asks hesitantly.

      “What do you mean?” I question, confused.

      He licks his fangs, the first time I’ve ever seen him nervous, as he searches my gaze. “Back over the wall.”

      “It’s my job—”

      “No, not now. Back then,” he murmurs, swallowing. “After you left through the wall when you were a kid, why did you come back?”

      I sit bolt upright, my heart pounding as I stare into his eyes.

      Eyes the colour of the sun.

      Eyes I remember.

      “It was you?” I whisper. “You…you saved me?”
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      AKUJI

      “You saved me?” she demands.

      I incline my head. “I was put on patrol on the wall, a job kids are given to show them the truth of our people, when I saw you wander in. I knew I should have told my elders and called for the others, but one look into your eyes, and I couldn’t. You didn’t look around in fear, but in wonder, and when I approached you…you weren’t scared, Aria. You weren’t brutal, a murderer, or vicious. You were just so…bright—bright and happy. I couldn’t do it, so I led you back through the hole you climbed through, thinking I would never see you again. I was just a youngling myself, barely understanding the world and our pasts.”

      “I don’t know why I should hate you either,” she whispers, completely shocked and numb. “I know you. I can’t believe this. You saved me then and again now. You came for me.”

      “Aria.” I sigh, looking away. “When you came back through, I was simply curious. You had grown up, and so had I, and the childish interest in the people we should hate had changed to something else—interest in you, the woman. I watched you come and go, knowing I should report it every time, but I couldn’t.” I look at her then, letting her see the truth. “I protected you each time, not that you really needed it. I wanted you to see my world, to see we weren’t monsters. That I wasn’t a monster. I couldn’t stand seeing your bright eyes, which I dreamed of every night since I was a youngling, filled with hate and not wonder. I betrayed my people, but I couldn’t stop.”

      “Akuji,” she whispers, opening and closing her mouth, but no sound comes out.

      “I’m not saying this for any reason other than that you deserve to know. I knew who you were straightaway, but I understand you did not—”

      “I tried to push that night away, to pretend it didn’t happen. I wanted to be normal, to fear you all, but I never did. That’s why I came back. I wasn’t scared, and how could I not be scared? I needed the truth, and then I found something past this wall—a sense of healing, a safe space. I convinced myself over the years it was childish dreams and twisted truths that made me conjure you, but it wasn’t. You are real.”

      “I’m real,” I confirm, searching her eyes for fear or repulsion, but all I see is wonder.

      Just like when we met as children.

      We are two souls bound to be enemies who were fated to meet, but unable to hate one another.

      “Why?” she whispers. “I don’t understand why you saved me then.”

      “Because I didn’t know better. I didn’t understand I was supposed to hate you,” I admit. “When I found out as I got older, all I could think about was that little human girl who put her trust in me, who placed her hand in mine, and then when I saw you again, it was like my world stopped. How could I hate you so much when I could barely breathe when I watched you? When you shined so brightly, like the sun I never get to see, with life and joy?”

      “Akuji,” she whispers. “I am human.”

      “And I’m a monster.” I shrug. “I’m not saying I don’t hate your kind. I do for what they have done. I hate them all—all except you, Aria.”

      She watches me, and I watch her right back, unsure where this leaves us. We both know our roles in this world, yet she’s changing that, because I couldn’t kill her. No, I would die to protect her.

      To protect the child who trusted me and the woman who protected me.

      I don’t know what the future will bring. We are so different and worlds apart, yet in this moment, I don’t care. All I care about is that she makes me laugh and smile, and watching her explore my world with wonder makes me realise how truly blessed my people are.

      She brings me to life, the one person I have taken for myself, the only thing I have since leading my people, and I can’t give her up, I won’t.
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      ARIA

      Unsure what to say after that, I curl up and feign sleep. Eventually, he settles before me, protecting me like always. I watch him through slitted eyelids as he finally falls asleep, and then I open my eyes fully.

      I memorise the graceful arches of his cheeks, the spiralling smoothness of his horns, and every minute detail about him, the monster, the man before me—the one who saved me and took a chance on a human.

      I took the coward’s way out, but there is no way I can sleep, too lost in the memories and my own twisted feelings. He saved me. That’s what it boils down to. He watched me and saved me every time I was here, never asking for anything or telling his people.

      All this time, I thought I was coming back here to explore, but was I really coming back here for him? For the safety I felt over the wall, because I knew, somewhere deep inside me, that my monster was watching? I don’t know, and I’m so confused about it all.

      But he’s wrong—we aren’t enemies.

      How could we be?

      Not when I’ve seen past the snarling red beasts to the laughter, love, and joy beyond. What started out as a simple mission has twisted upside down and grown a lot more complicated, because if I find Talia and somehow escape, I have to leave him behind.

      Nothing will be the same, because his people know about me now, so I couldn’t come back under the radar. My life is beyond the wall anyway, and his is here, leading his people…

      Right?

      The chasm widens between us until I can barely breathe.

      Part of me wants to stay in his arms, stay with the one person in this world who ever gave a shit about me. Despite what it will mean, despite the war it will start within his own tribe and mine, I want to say fuck it all and just give in.

      That’s selfish, however, because he would have to fight every day to protect me. I hear his people, and I know he would get tired of me after a while and I would be alone.

      So completely alone.

      I slide my hand across the space between us, reaching for his face. I stop centimetres away and stroke his face. It’s the closest I will allow myself to get, because I know this man, this monster, has the power to destroy me just as easily as he saved me.
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      I must eventually fall asleep, because when I wake, it’s to a tongue dragging along my face. Groaning, I flip to see my tiger upside down, grinning at me. “Hey, buddy.” I rub his face before sitting. “Where have you been?”

      “He forced his way back down here to get to you,” Akuji calls. I spot him tightening a harness across his back without looking at me. “Come, it’s time to eat.”

      “Okay.” I hold out my hand for the food, but he turns and jerks his head.

      “Out there, with my people,” he explains.

      I must pale, because he comes over and crouches before me, searching my eyes. “Do you trust me, Aria?”

      “Yes,” I whisper without hesitation, even shocking myself.

      “I will not let any of them hurt you. They know they have to get through me to get to you. Shh, I see your panic. I could kill them all if I need to. No one will touch you.”

      “I was more worried about you getting hurt for me.” I sigh, and he blinks slowly. “But if you think so, let’s go.”

      He takes my hand, helping me to my feet, and I expect him to let go, but he holds it tight as he leads me from the room. There’s a new guard outside, not the one I cursed at last night. Akuji nods at him and leads me deeper, past the throne room. It’s dark, but when we head through a maintenance tunnel and out into what they have made into a canteen, I gawk.

      There are hundreds of big red monsters milling around, talking, laughing, eating, and cooking.

      The room itself has high ceilings, and it looks like dirty glass windows lead to the city above. There’s an old escalator to the right, broken and no longer in use, with flowers and vines crawling across it just like the cracked cement walls. Metal tables and chairs are dotted everywhere. A food station is positioned at the top left, with a line before it. There are old street signs and unused neon signs placed haphazardly around the room, with string lights crisscrossing the ceiling, giving everything a warm glow.

      Every single person stops and turns to us, watching. I refuse to hide, though, knowing it will be seen as a sign of weakness. I tilt my head back and stand next to Akuji and meet their eyes. When I glance at Red, I find him grinning proudly at me as he leads me into their masses. When we sit at a table in the middle, the noise starts up again, softer than before. They are still watching us, some in confusion, some in anger, and some in wonder like they have never seen a human. It’s disconcerting, but I refuse to be cowed, especially with Red at my side.

      There’s a grunt, and the monster from last night sits before me with a tray. He nods at Akuji and me, and then starts to tear into his raw meat. “Stay here, Aria, and I will get us some food.” Akuji kisses my hand before standing, and as soon as he is gone, I’m acutely aware how at risk I am. My back is ramrod straight as I swallow, searching for a weapon.

      The monster opposite watches me, his black eyes narrowed as he reaches for something with his blood-covered hands. I flinch, but he flips a blade from somewhere, catches it mid-air, and hands it to me handle first. I blink as I accept it. “A warrior always needs a weapon.” He shrugs and continues eating, wiping his mouth with his arm. “My name is Roroak.”

      “Aria.” I smirk. “Nice to meet you. Sorry about last night.”

      “No you’re not.” He laughs. I know the others are listening and whispering, but I ignore them.

      “Not really.” I shrug. “I don’t take orders well.”

      “I can see that. You are a strange human.” He sits back, sipping something in a cracked glass. His whole meal was gone in seconds.

      “You’ve met many?” I ask curiously.

      “Some. I am a warrior, after all.” I nod in understanding. “But none like you. You do not fear us nor hate us enough to…” He trails off, his eyes flashing red for a moment before they close. “To hurt us,” he finishes in a whisper, and understanding floods me. Humans hurt him somehow, but I don’t ask. It’s not my business unless he wants to share. I’m surprised he can even tolerate me, but I see the loving, brotherly look he flicks Akuji’s way and nod in understanding.

      He’s doing it for his friend, his brother. It takes a special kind of strength to overcome such prejudice and hate, and it’s clear he’s trying.

      For some reason, that means something, and I refuse to give him another reason to hate us again.

      “Oh, I fear you, I would be dumb not to. I just think it’s stupid to fear death when it can come at any second. Plus, I’m used to being surrounded by enemies,” I admit.

      “Your people?” he asks with a furrowed brow.

      “I’m not exactly normal there either.” I grin, and it makes him smile as Akuji sits down, sliding a tray towards me.

      “They made it especially for you. If you don’t like anything, let me know,” he informs me. His own plate is heaped with a whole carcass of something, and it’s dripping blood. I swallow my bile and meet Roroak’s eyes. He grins widely, flashing fang.

      “Humans don’t like meat?” he asks.

      “Oh, we like meat. We just, erm, don’t like it still alive and bloody.”

      “I can assure you it’s dead,” Akuji says with confusion.

      I laugh, knowing they don’t understand. The sound makes him smile, and Roroak watches us, his eyes flicking between us before he nods like he has come to some sort of conclusion, but I don’t know what.

      “You have no tail, claws, or fangs. How do you protect yourself?” he asks, making Akuji snarl. People duck and hide, scurrying away, but not Roroak. He seems unbothered by his leader and friend.

      “With blades or guns.” I grin. “They work just as well.”

      “Vicious.” He grins and looks at Akuji. “I like her.”

      That seems to shock Akuji, who sits back as his friend nods at me and then leaves. Smiling slightly, I start to pick at my food, ignoring the raw meat on my plate. He notices, of course—he notices everything. “You…cook your meat?”

      “Uh-huh.” I nod. “It can make me sick if it’s raw.”

      The roar that splits the air has me jumping as he grabs the offending meat and throws it away before he moves his own plate farther from me. I can’t help but laugh as everyone gawks.

      Shaking my head, I lay my hand on his arm to settle his panic. “If I ingest it,” I clarify. “I like the other stuff though, so settle down, Red.” I pat his hand and go back to eating, and now people are staring for a whole other reason.

      He finally relaxes and picks at his meat, but he watches me worriedly as I eat my meal. There’s a grumble, and I look up to find an ashamed-looking man there, his tail tucked between his legs. “I found this as an offering to you, an apology for trying to kill you.”

      In his hands, he holds something that looks like bread. I can’t help but let my eyes pop wide as I accept it. He watches me carefully, so I take a bite. Fuck, I haven’t had bread in so long. “You can kill me anytime if you bring me this after,” I tease around a mouthful.

      Akuji dismisses him with a growling word, but the man bows his head and hurries away, seeming happier as I eat the rest of my meal and turn to Akuji, who is watching me.

      “I thought you should know that I sent a messenger to the tribe who has your Talia.”

      “Thank you,” I offer softly, my worry for her still niggling at me, despite everything that is happening.

      He grunts. “Now we wait. While we do, I wondered if you would like me to show you more about my people?”

      I perk up, grinning at him. “I would love that.”
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      ARIA

      After being escorted to a bathroom, which is really just a hole in the ground, while Akuji stands guard outside so no one can come near me, I manage to wash in the sink and use the toilet before getting changed. I keep my jeans, but they are dirty, as well as my boots, but I snag a new shirt from their collection and put my jacket back on before leaving my hair down.

      I selfishly want Akuji to like it, since he seems to have an obsession with it.

      It’s worth the vanity when I leave the bathroom and Akuji growls before grabbing my hair and running it through his hands like it’s a treasure. I playfully swat his hands away with a laugh and duck my head, but a smile curves my lips. Like before, he takes my hand, and with the tiger in tow, he leads me to the surface, back out into the city.

      The moon and stars shine brightly above us, and the cool, refreshing air makes me sigh, my shoulders relaxing ever so slightly. What is it about this destroyed place that makes me feel so at home? My gaze turns to the monster at my side. Perhaps it is the company that makes it feel like this, and not the place.

      “I’ve seen a lot of the city,” I start.

      “Not like this,” he murmurs, kissing my hand as he looks around. “Not these places. No human would ever dare venture where we’re going, but with me, Aria? No one will touch you. Let me show you our world and who we really are—the side the humans will never see.”

      I lose my voice and let him guide me through the deserted streets. He points out homes, tribe locations, and paintings done by his people. Things they have fixed, flowers they have planted and tended. I’m in awe. It’s all things I took for granted or didn’t notice before he explains every one. Like the lights that flicker through the city, too low for us to use, or the boardwalks between buildings I never even thought to traverse, thinking they were just fallen debris. When we stop at a gardening patch, which they use to grow vegetables, he crouches in the dirt and draws me a map of the city.

      It’s not the one I have, but of their tribes, families, lands, and symbols.

      It seems there are three main ones—the warriors, which are Akuji’s people, the thinkers, who are the ones who have Talia, and the darklings, feral bands of warriors and rogues who banded together, determined to carry on the war. There are also loners who have been ejected from their tribes.

      I listen to every word, hanging on each one until I memorise the map, and then we continue into the city. It gives me a whole new perspective. I always loved the rugged, ruined nature of the city, but I see beyond that now to the life it houses and the nature replacing it, blending back in with a world better suited to existence before humans.

      Nature is reclaiming its space in a rapidly dwindling and dying world. Plants and animals that have been extinct over the wall for years all exist in harmony here.

      Hours later, after wandering while Akuji answers my questions, we end up near the wall. There’s a small forest of trees with an overgrown carpark before it. Weeds and grass sprout through cracks in the concrete, flowers also, their leaves and petals turned up to the moon. There are some rusted cars scattered throughout also filled with foliage that seems to grow through it.

      I’m about to speak when Akuji covers my mouth and crouches, bringing me with him until I’m between his thighs. I nod in understanding as he peels his hand away, his mouth going to my ear. It’s a very inappropriate time for desire to pulse through me, but it does, especially when his growling voice murmurs in my ear like a dirty secret.

      “Watch.”

      I wait silently, and then I spot them—deer. Real live deer. They are not in a book, nor are they a hologram. The deer graze as they unhurriedly wander around the lot. I blink in astonishment, my mouth opening as I turn to look at Akuji. “They are beautiful,” I whisper, not wanting to spook them.

      “They are,” he murmurs and stands. They look up at us, but when we do nothing, they continue grazing. Slowly, he leads us closer, taking my hand in his big one. Smiling, he extends our hands to them. “They do not know to fear us. We do not prey on anything weaker than us. It would be wrong. We hunt the predators, the ones overrunning the city. We keep the balance.”

      One of the deer lifts its head, watching us with big black eyes before trotting over. It sniffs our hands, almost making me giggle at the tickling sensation. Unbothered, it moves along, but I hold my breath at the beauty, at the innocence in its eyes. For some reason, tears fill my eyes. “There is nothing like this beauty over the wall. There is no innocence either. Poor people just take, killing everything. Everything has a price.”

      “Not here, Aria.” He kisses my hand and wraps his arm around me as we watch the beauty of the world. “Everything here is freely given. Everything here is how the world should be. It’s balanced, respecting nature and every creature.” He looks down at me. “Differences should not separate or cause hate.”

      I have a feeling he means more than just the deer.

      He’s talking about us.

      It’s then I realise we are close, our heads bent together so as not to spook the deer, and my hand is still in his. I turn slightly in his grip, and his head tilts farther down, his horns pressing to my hair. His black eyes search mine for something as his tail wraps around my leg as if to keep me close to him. His clawed hands grip my hips as his lips purse.

      My eyes drop to them, wondering if he is going to kiss me.

      I want him to.

      He starts to lean in closer, and I shift closer as well. I want this, it was inevitable. The air around us vibrates with our need for each other. Our differences do not matter anymore, only our similarities.

      Our need for each other.

      His lips are about to touch mine when a loud horn splits the air, making me jump back. I watch the deer bolt, and my eyes go wide as Akuji moves before me, his hands raised and his claws ready as he tilts his head to listen. The horn sounds again, and he looks back at me.

      “What is it?” I ask, reaching for the blade given to me by Roroak.

      “Someone is at the wall.”

    

  







            TWENTY-ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    




      AKUJI

      We are too close to ignore the call. Grabbing my human despite her protests, I start to run to the wall, but at the border of my lands, I realise it’s at the south entrance, somewhere I can’t go. Cursing, I throw Aria onto my back and start to climb. She gasps and slides her arms around my neck, her legs circling my waist tightly, but I would never let her fall. At the top of the crumbling building, I hold her to my chest as we peer over the edge.

      “What are we looking for?”

      “Shh,” I murmur into her ear. “If they see us here, we are in trouble. These are not my lands, after all.”

      She nods her understanding, seeking comfort or maybe shelter against my body. Wrapping my arm around her, I hold her tight as I scan the decayed ruins below. We know of every weakness within the wall, the small hole my Aria came through being the exception, one I never told anyone about. The south entrance is an old bridge. The river dried a long time ago, meaning the embankment leads to the wall, where the builders left a door to get in and out—a door the darklings control.

      I see them hiding in the darkness, catching only glimpses. They are good, almost as good as my warriors and in some ways, better. They are more feral, however, and filled with hatred. It’s what drives them, not friendship or love.

      They are closer to the rage that consumed our people back then than any other. “See them?” I ask, and she shakes her head, so I turn her to the left. “There, amongst the rubble, is one.” She gasps, and I point out a second hiding within a fallen plane, and a third in the window of a building. “They are waiting for their prey to come in.”

      “Humans,” she whispers.

      I nod, but I won’t lie to her. “We should go,” I murmur. Whatever is going to happen won’t be good, and there is nothing I can do to stop it. Aria just began to trust me, and I don’t want our relationship ruined because of this tribe.

      “No, I need to see this,” she whispers and looks up at me. “I can’t promise it won’t affect me, but…I need to see.”

      I am unable to deny her anything. I jerk my head in affirmation and hold her close, knowing I could lose her again soon. I will let her go if I have to. I don’t want her to fear me, to hate me, but she is right—she needs to see this. We are enemies, and if the humans are soldiers marching in here to steal more of our own or kill us, they will be dealt with.

      We are from different worlds, my little human and me, and it seems they are finally clashing together. When the sparks of the collision disappear, will she still be here?

      I hope so. With everything inside me, I hope so.

      The call comes again, lower, deeper, and in quick succession. They are close. Then, all is silent as they wait for the humans to approach. What fools decided to come in at night? I must say it out loud, because she says, “It makes no sense. Everyone knows to avoid the wall, especially at night. Unless…”

      “Unless?” I prompt.

      “Unless, like me, they want to escape something. They are running.” She stares up at me, her eyes wide. “It’s not soldiers, it’s a scared human trying to find sanctuary.”

      My gaze goes to the wall as my heart stops, but it’s too late to call out, not that the other tribe would listen, but Aria’s theory is proven right when the door swings inwards. They left it unlocked. Fuck.

      A woman.

      She stumbles through and slams it behind her before pressing her back against it. Her chest heaves as she pants, her face red from exertion. She scans the area with wide eyes and adjusts the bag slipping down her arm before looking at the door for a lock. When she doesn’t see one, she stumbles away, clutching a crumpled notebook in her hand. She’s smaller than Aria and curvier, with big, bright eyes and bright hair. She stands out, and judging by her shaking body, she is not a warrior.

      Not like my beautiful Aria.

      Pity fills me, because I know what is going to happen. Despite the fear I can taste in the air, I cannot save her. She came through the wall of her own volition. She should have known better.

      “We have to do something!” Aria begs, looking up at me.

      “If I do, they will kill me,” I murmur honestly. “I would break every law we hold—crossing into another’s territory without prior warning, protecting a human… I am an excellent warrior, Aria, but I cannot take them all and protect you. I would die. If you ask me to intervene, however, I will. It is your choice.”

      She baulks at that, looking back at the woman, who is innocently walking right into the trap of the tribe.

      “I need to know now,” I urge. “Aria.” I turn her to face me. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Will they kill her?” she finally asks.

      “I don’t know,” I reply. “She’s a female, so maybe not, but that tribe hates humans, so they might just out of spite.”

      Her eyes dart back to the human, who has stopped, as if realising something is wrong. She frantically scans the moving shadows as the tribe closes in on her.

      “I’m not your enemy, please!” she calls, her voice scared. “I had nowhere else to go. My people, they were going to kill me for what I know—what I know about you!”

      I blink in astonishment, staring down at her. It could be a bluff, a lie. How would she know anything? “Now, Aria,” I demand. “Your answer.”

      Gnawing on her lip, she glances between us before she closes her eyes, her shoulders sagging in defeat. “No, you stay with me.”

      I blink in astonishment. She chose me.

      She chose a monster over her own race.

      I see the moment the other tribe grabs the human, and just as quickly as they appeared, they are gone, back into the shadows, taking her with them.

      “Where are you going?” I question, still riding the high of her choice.

      “After them,” she calls, grabbing her stuff as she heads to the door.

      “Like hell you are!” I roar, grabbing her. “You made your choice, Aria. Now it is up to her to survive. She made her own decision as well. She knew the dangers.”

      Her eyes close as she leans into me. “So why do I feel responsible?”

      “Because you have a kind heart and you want to save everyone, even if it kills you. But you cannot, Aria, I will not allow it. I will not allow you to die, do you hear me?” She nods slowly, so I throw her over my shoulder again before she starts to fight me, and she will.

      It’s in her nature.

      I swiftly climb back down the building, and with her over my shoulder, I begin to run. I sprint through the city as quickly as possible, and when I reach our tribe quarters, I take the stairs in one big leap, landing at the bottom as she begins to wriggle to get free.

      Gently spanking her, I proceed inside, greeting my warriors and soldiers casually, despite her screaming at me and kicking to get free. Their eyes widen, going from her to me, before their lips curl. I grin back at them before heading to my room. Once there, I toss her into my nest and block the door, anticipating her next move.

      She springs from the nest and rushes me. I gently turn her and spank her with my tail. She spins, her eyes alight and chest heaving. She has never looked so beautiful, and my cock hardens further. My whole being vibrates with the need to mate my human. She’s none the wiser.

      “Let me go!” she demands.

      “So you can get killed? No,” I retort. “Now go lie down like a good girl.”

      “Do not patronise me, Red!” she shouts, rushing me again. She manages to duck under my arm, but I grab her and hold her to my chest. Lifting her into the air, I carry her over to the nest and throw her down, this time pinning her in place. I slide one leg between hers and curl my tail around her wrists between us. My hands are propped on either side of her head as I hold her gaze.

      “You are mine, little human. Do not forget that. I am not letting you run out there and get yourself killed. It doesn’t matter how capable you are, it is not happening. If I have to tie you down to my nest, or even to myself, I will. Do not defy me in this,” I warn, growling possessively as I tighten my grip on her hands to let her feel my strength while trying to ignore the desire pounding through me.

      Her eyes flare before simmering, desire pooling in those bright depths. I smell the musk of her arousal filling the air. I try to resist, to not take from her when she is not ready, but when she licks her lips and rolls into my leg, I cannot refrain.

      Lowering my head, I blow my warm breath across her parted lips. “I can taste your need,” I rumble so low that it vibrates my body.

      A soft moan leaves her lips as her eyes close.

      “Do not look away from me, Aria,” I command, and her eyes snap open as I grip her chin, forcing her to look into my eyes. “What do you want, Aria?”

      She doesn’t respond, so I stroke my thumb across her lips, the sweet scent of her arousal growing thicker.

      “Tell me, Aria, what do you want?”

      Her eyes drop to my lips before they brazenly meet mine again, filled with desire and determination. Her chin tilts up in my grip. My little warrior is so beautiful and so fucking brave, it almost hurts.

      “You.”

      One word, and I explode into action, taking what I have wanted to for years.

      I make the little human mine forever.
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      ARIA

      With those words, Akuji is unleashed. His eyes bleed to a bright red and his fangs sharpen, but I’m not afraid. A growl rips from his body, which vibrates with the force, and his tail lashes behind him. There’s a madness in the monster above me, and I can’t wait to taste it.

      Once I decide to give into my desire, I can’t seem to hold back the flood gates between me and my need for this monster. “Please?” I ask, rubbing against his leg. His huge muscles pin me down, pressing against my overheated skin as I arch my back and rub my hard nipples across his chest.

      I jerk when his hand slashes out, but then I realise he’s taking out his need on the nest so he doesn’t hurt me. Narrowing my eyes, I capture his hand and press it to my heaving chest.

      “You won’t hurt me, Akuji.”

      “You are so little,” he snarls.

      “I’m yours,” I snap, getting angry, “which means I can take it, so stop treating me like I can’t. Am I a warrior or not?” I demand, and for some reason, I hold my breath, aching to hear what he says.

      “You are the most incredible warrior I know,” he snarls, and all restraint falls away, taking any worry I might have had with it. He tears off my clothes and leaves me bare beneath him. For a moment, I shiver and avert my eyes, worried he won’t find me attractive, but I shouldn’t have. He loves my differences.

      His claw-tipped hand jerks my head back until I meet his eyes, and then and only then does he lower his mouth to mine. He kisses me quickly and hungrily, each sweep of his tongue and nip of his fangs a promise for what is to come. The pure hunger in his eyes leaves me dripping, and he’s barely touched me.

      With a nip of my lip, he pulls away, twisting my head to lick across the thumping pulse in my neck. “I’m going to taste every inch of you, Aria, until you scream for me and I never see those doubts in your eyes again. I won’t stop until every single inch of you is covered in my need for you, and you will take it all, won’t you?”

      Moaning, I close my eyes as his forked tongue lashes my earlobe before sucking it into his mouth, shooting a zing of lust straight to my throbbing clit. “You will. You’ll take everything I have, and you’ll love it. I’m going to fill you with my length in every single hole and spray my scent across you so no one ever doubts whom you belong to, little human. You will be mine in every sense of the word, knowing only me, your mate, can give you the pleasure you need.”

      Before I can protest, he slides down my body. His bright red eyes lock on mine, as if daring me to fight him as his tongue darts out to drag across the crests of my trembling breasts.

      “Akuji—”

      He snarls, nipping at the underside of my breast. My hips jerk up of their own accord, and the purr he releases goes straight to my aching cunt.

      “That’s right, mate. Say my name, scream it for everyone to hear,” he rumbles, rolling his tongue over my nipple. When I gasp and push into his mouth, he does it again, curling his forked tongue around the nub and sucking. My hands dart up and grip his horns as I tug him closer. I close my eyes as pleasure bursts through me, and when he pops it from his mouth, I actually whimper.

      “Our women do not have these here.” He groans, his eyes locked on my breasts. “I love them, so soft and pretty for my mouth, the little rosy tips begging for me to touch them.” He captures one with his fingers and twists, making me scream as pain and pleasure crash together in a haze. He watches my every reaction as his mouth descends on my breasts like a beast. He licks, nips, and twists. I know I’ll be covered in marks, but I couldn’t care less, not as the pressure in my belly grows. I’m barely able to breathe, rocking into his leg desperately, and then with one last twist of his tongue, the pressure explodes out of me.

      I shatter as I scream for him, and when the pleasure ebbs, I collapse back into the nest, starry-eyed and breathing raggedly.

      “What the fuck?”

      I must say it out loud, because he chuckles before that purr starts up again. He kisses each nipple one last time, making me whimper with how sensitive they are, before he slides lower. His tongue drags over every inch of my stomach, dipping into my belly button before he hovers over my pussy. I’m still riding the high, my thighs spread open, but he gently digs his claws into them and pushes them open wider, wedging himself between them before I can protest. His eyes are locked on my core as he licks his lips.

      “So beautiful, my little mate. It’s as pink as your nipples and glistening for me, begging for me to fuck you with my tongue until you are all I can taste. I want to see your release up close. I want your little human nails scoring my flesh as I taste every depth of you until I choke on it.”

      “Fuck…” I groan, panting through my lust. The sight of the big, red, dangerous monster poised between my thighs like my pussy is the Holy Grail almost makes me as wild as he is.

      I never thought sex could be like this, but even as I think it, I know it’s wrong. This is different. This isn’t fucking, this is a claiming.

      This is mating.

      Sex will only be like this with Akuji. He’s making me his, and I can’t stop him, not when his tongue drags down every inch of my pussy, leaving no flesh untasted. The snarl that rips through him has me moaning, especially when his claws dig into my thighs hard enough to bruise and he drags me down the fur to seal his lips over my pussy like he can’t get enough.

      I reach down to tug him closer, rolling my hips against his mouth. The pleasure builds back up again as he swipes and licks my pussy before locating my clit. Just like with my nipples, he focuses entirely on the tiny bundle of nerves, sucking and licking and grazing his fangs across it until I’m shamelessly crying out and riding his mouth.

      “Please, Akuji, please!” I beg, my chest arching into the air. I feel so empty, until his tongue suddenly slides into me. The orgasm rips through me so fast, I can’t even catch my breath. The force bows my back, but he doesn’t relent. He licks me through it, alternating between abusing my clit and thrusting his tongue into me, purring at the taste of me. His tail lashes above him, and his claws draw blood on my thighs, but I wouldn’t stop him even if I could.

      “Oh fuck, don’t stop, please, don’t stop.” My words blur together in a string of praises and threats. I can’t think beyond the feeling of his mouth on my pussy, eating me like I’m his favourite thing in this entire world. The threat of his fangs against my intimate flesh only makes me wilder.

      “You taste so good, my little human, so ripe and fresh. I could eat you all day. In fact, I think I will. I’ll wake up with my mate’s pussy on my face until I die a happy man,” he snarls, his voice muffled by my pussy.

      “You once asked me if I’d eat you.” He grins up at me, his tongue, fangs, and lips dripping with my cum. “I’ll eat you every single day, Aria.” He dives back into my pussy like a starving man, dipping his tongue inside of me and rolling it across a spot that has my legs jerking as I cry out. I try to push him away, to pull him closer, but it’s no use as another orgasm rolls through me from his touch. I can barely make a noise through my closed throat as he continues to torture my oversensitive flesh, making one orgasm roll into the next.

      “Akuji,” I whisper as I kick out, attempting to dislodge him. I need him inside of me.

      Snarling in anger, he rips his face away from my core. “I say when I’m done, little mate, and I haven’t had nearly enough of your pretty little pussy yet.”

      He flips me and drags my ass into the air. My face presses into the fur as I pant, struggling to draw in air. My nipples drag over the coarse fur as his claws dig into the supple flesh of my ass and part it, then his mouth once again seals to my pussy.

      My nails slash at the fur as I push back, fucking myself against his mouth. There’s nothing polite or chaste about my monster. No, he takes every inch of me, unwilling to let any place go untouched or untasted. He revels in my pleasure, as if it’s a badge of honour to have me screaming as I fuck his tongue.

      “Please, please,” I chant, his name a prayer on my lips. Everything that makes us different only heightens my pleasure—his tail sliding between my thighs and up my stomach to flick my nipples, his forked tongue lashing my cunt, and his claws digging into my flesh to hold me still for his onslaught.

      It’s too much.

      I explode again.

      I collapse, my body turning into jelly as I raggedly breathe into the furs. His tongue softens against my pussy but doesn’t stop. With a purr, he pulls me back onto my knees and slides his mouth across my ass and up my back to my ear. “You taste like heaven, little mate. I could die a happy man in your cunt, but I need to have you. I need to make you mine,” he snarls, and that’s when a delicious scent hits me, wrapping around me and awakening my tired body. My nipples harden painfully, my clit throbs as if being stung, and my pussy clenches as if yearning for his length.

      Growling in appreciation, he sits up behind me, then I hear a ripping noise before I feel him there.

      He’s huge and naked.

      I would collapse forward if not for his hands holding me in place as I feel him. His massive hard length drags across my dripping folds, and I quiver, ashamed by the fresh wetness that gushes from me. “Good girl,” he purrs. “Drip for me, squirt all over my length as I take you, as I make you mine.”

      “That smell.” I writhe as it ratchets my desire higher until I can’t breathe, can’t think. I need it all over me. I need to taste it.

      “It’s me,” he snarls. “It’s my mating scent. I’m going to fill you with it and cover you with every drop of it,” he rumbles, pressing his length to my pussy as he reaches down and wraps my hair around his claws, ripping my head up as he bends over my back and smashes his lips to mine. He presses an inch into me and pauses, then, with a snarl, he thrusts forward.

      My eyes shoot wide as I feel hard edges along his cock as he thrusts into me, like ridges that drag across my nerves as he pulls out and slams back in.

      “Good little mate,” he rumbles, leaning down to place kisses along my back with his praise. “Taking your mate’s length so prettily. Such a good little human.”

      It shouldn’t be such a turn-on, but his dirty words have me pushing back as I flick my hair over my shoulder and try to look at him. I only catch glimpses of red skin and claws, making me moan as he pounds into me.

      His claws pierce the flesh on my hips, no doubt scarring me, as he yanks me back onto his cock. I’m powerless to stop him…not that I would.

      Each slide of his ribbed monster cock has me seeing stars.

      “So perfect,” he snarls. “So mine. You hear me, Aria? You are mine. You always have been, but now you’re mine forever!” He ends on a howl. “Taking your mate’s cock so well. You were born for it, weren’t you, Aria? Do you feel how well we fit together?”

      I can do nothing but whimper, drool flowing unchecked down my chin as pleasure simmers inside me, growing like flames. I become as wild as he is, pushing back onto his ribbed length that has me crying out with each thrust.

      Bending over me, he whispers dirty little nothings in my ear that have me begging for him. I want him harder, faster, and unlike a human, he complies and fucks me so hard, it’s borderline painful, his huge length splitting me open.

      Fangs scrape across my neck and shoulder as he ruts me hard and fast, my cream squelching with each hard thrust. I’m trapped beneath him, pushing back to take as much of him as I can, desperate to come again and feel him come.

      “Come for me, little mate. I want to feel it around my length, milking my mating scent from me,” he snarls, and with a nip of his fangs as his tail flicks my clit, I hurtle over the edge again with a howl.

      My pussy milks his hard length as he struggles to fill me, and with a roar, he slams into me once, twice, before I feel his release fill me. The scent only gets stronger as I fall forward. With a snarl, he pulls free of my body, and I hear him grunting before something wet and warm splashes across my ass. There’s that scent again, but it’s more intense, and I cry out. More sprays across my back, and then I’m flipped.

      My eyes widen at the sight of Akuji before me on his knees. His clawed hand is wrapped around his enormous, throbbing wet length. He strokes it with a snarl as he shoots more of his release across my skin, hitting my breasts. I arch up as he pumps his release all over my body, hitting my thighs, stomach, and pussy. Each drop makes me cry out, the scent giving me a high, and then he groans and slumps forward. He narrows his eyes and raises his clawed hands to massage his cum into my skin.

      “Mine, mine, mine,” he chants as he does so, gnashing his fangs as I pant beneath him, letting him do what he wants. When he’s rubbed every drop into my skin, which seems to absorb it, he purrs, pulls me into his arms, and holds me tight, peppering my face with kisses. “My mate, mine, mine,” he mutters between kisses.

      “Big guy…” I groan, exhaustion suddenly washing over me.

      “Shh, sleep, my mate. All is well now.”

      My eyes close before I can ask the questions crowding my slow brain. The most important one being why I now smell of him.
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      AKUJI

      The message comes an hour after sunset. I nod at the warrior who conveys it and dismiss him, returning to Aria, who is sleeping peacefully in my nest. It took her a while to drift off, used to being awake during the day and sleeping at night, but she is settling in well. Even my people stare openly now, and there are no more death threats.

      Crouching near the nest, I stroke a hand down her arm before trailing my fingers back up and moving her hair from her face. Her lashes flutter open, those emerald eyes almost blinding me with their brilliance as they lock on me. She’s immediately awake and ready, her body tense. It’s a warrior’s reaction, shifting from being asleep to alert.

      “Shh, little one, it’s just me. I have news,” I tell her, stroking her until she relaxes.

      “Talia?” she responds instantly, hope blooming in her eyes.

      “Yes, the tribe will meet with us. It will be on neutral ground, of course, but it’s good news,” I promise as she sits up. I let my hand drop, but she reaches for me, and that sets me alight all over again. My gaze roves over her skin. I have no time to show my little human what she means to me, but I wish I did.

      It will have to be enough that my bonding scent covers her skin and hair, warning away other males who might find my human attractive.

      “When?” she queries, leaning into me as she scrubs at her face.

      “In an hour, so let’s get you fed and ready.”

      “Ready?” she asks, peering up at me, and I can’t resist, so I lean down and cover her lips with mine, swallowing her moan as I growl. My hands burrow in her hair to drag her closer, my forked tongue sliding against hers.

      I have to tear myself away with a snarl as she laughs.

      My tricky little human.

      “Ready?” I rumble, trying to remember my train of thought and not how good she looks in my nest. “You must look the part of a reigner’s queen.” I stand, unable to look at her without leaping at her and getting her under me again.

      Taking slow, shallow breaths to distance the scent of her arousal, I search for what I need.

      “Queen… Akuji, what are you planning?” she demands.

      Grinning, I look back at her. “A show, little human of mine. J ust a show.”
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ARIA

      “I look like an idiot,” I grumble, tugging on the fur in an attempt to try and cover more.

      “You look like a warrior,” Akuji promises, kissing the exposed skin at my shoulder, his eyes black with hunger as he looks at me. I shiver before I force my lustful thoughts away.

      “He’s right,” Roroak assures me, watching me with a considering expression, no lust there. There was only shock when he first walked in and smelled what we had done. I turned bright red and scurried away. I didn’t ask and he didn’t either, but he did help Red with this little scheme of his—dressing me like a monster queen.

      Which apparently means leather, fur, and lots of weapons.

      I stare at myself again in the dirty broken mirror, my eyebrow raised. I do look badass, I’ll give them that, but why so much skin? I mean, yes, the warriors are all shirtless, even most of the women. I drew the line at that, and Akuji agreed. Jealousy poured from him, unwilling to have anyone look at me.

      Roroak and Akuji came up with something similar, but more suited to a human. They actually found the leather top in the discarded clothes. It laces up the front, the black, crisscrossing straps barely concealing my boobs, which are nearly bursting from it, and it ends just above my navel. The leather creaks with my movements. The sleeves are cut off, so it’s a good thing it’s summer.

      The skirt is made of fur. Only the best for me, he said. It’s a deep brown, and it almost has me sweating, wrapping around my waist and hanging diagonally to mid-thigh. Across my hips is a knife holder, a second is around my thigh, and a third is over my back. My hair has been plaited into an elaborate crown with golden jewels and beads placed throughout that catch the light. Four red lines have been painted down my face like war paint. His warrior brand, Akuji explained, which is usually black to stand out against their skin like the tattoos, but he made them red on me to match him.

      I roll my eyes. “Okay, so I look the part. Are we ready to go?” I look to Roroak then. “Are you coming?”

      “Me and four of our best warriors. It’s a show of force without looking like Akuji is scared.” He clears his throat. “Which he isn’t, but if he went alone, it would look overly confident and stupid. If there are too many, it would make them question his strength.”

      “Fucking hell, it’s more confusing than politics,” I mumble as Akuji takes my hand and kisses it.

      “Nothing to worry about, my little human. No one will hurt you, and we will sort out your friend.” Akuji looks at us in the mirror and grins widely. “We look good together.”

      Looking back, I laugh, unable to help myself. “We do, now let’s get this monster bash on the way.”
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      ARIA

      I don’t know what to expect from a monster meeting, but as we lounge in what used to be a small park, I wonder if I should be worried. Akuji and his warriors seem unbothered, as if basking in the moonlight. Their skin glows, and their eyes are closed. Akuji holds me to his chest as I settle back and wait.

      “I thought we didn’t want to be late,” I mutter. “So why are they?”

      “They aren’t, they are watching us,” he murmurs without even opening his eyes.

      “What?” I try to sit up, but he keeps me against his chest.

      “Relax, little human,” Roroak murmurs. “They are just making sure it isn’t a trap. It’s the same thing we did when we approached. Unlike us, they rely on logic rather than instinct. Although they are great fighters, most prefer knowledge over fists. They know that in a fair fight, they wouldn’t stand a chance with us, though maybe Cato would. That asshole is ferocious for a brainy bastard.”

      “Cato?” I ask curiously.

      Akuji hums under me, vibrating my whole body. “Their leader. He was originally born into our tribe and trained with us, but he preferred brains over brawn. He was never happy with us, so we gave him a choice and he left. He worked his way up the ranks in the other tribe. He’s a good man.”

      For Akuji to say that, I know he must be. I can’t imagine the fearsome monster under me respects many.

      “He protects those he considers tribe and family above all else, but under it, he is still a monster like us, Aria, so stay close. Do not engage them unless you need to. They will be curious about why we are with a human anyway.”

      “What about the third tribe, the one who took the girl last night?” I question.

      “We sent word, but they didn’t respond. It’s not surprising. They consider themselves apart from us.” He sighs and opens his eyes. “Stop worrying so much.”

      All of a sudden, there’s a thudding noise, and I jerk upright. Leaping from the top of the building and landing on deft, huge feet are bulky red monsters. From the way Akuji spoke, I expected them to be…well, I don’t know, smaller maybe? But they aren’t. They are just as big and scary-looking as Akuji’s tribe, and almost undistinguishable from the warriors around me, bar their scars and weapons. They carry none apart from the one at the front.

      He is almost big enough to rival Akuji, and he has blades strapped to his chest, but he’s wearing pants compared to the leather warrior skirt my man wears. His hand is on Talia’s nape, and my heart stops as I meet her eyes. Her own are wide and hopeful, and she pulls away, but he pulls her back as she tries to get to me. I do the same before I’m scooped into Akuji’s arms.

      “Patience, warrior,” he whispers.

      I settle with a nod, trusting his instincts as I run my eyes over her to check for injuries.

      She seems completely unscathed, even clean. Her hair is brushed back, her glasses are perched safely on her nose, her clothes are wrinkle and stain free, and she seems relaxed. When Akuji stands to his full height, she tries to scramble back, and the monster who I’m guessing is Cato pulls her into the shelter of his arms.

      That’s when I realise his hand isn’t controlling her.

      It’s comforting her.

      My breathing stops, and I can’t help but grin. I guess we aren’t so different after all.

      “Akuji,” Cato greets, his tone casual, almost eloquent compared to Akuji’s usually growling words. I prefer my monster. This one sounds like a carefully worded politician thinking on everything he will say, while Red just says what he thinks and doesn’t apologize.

      “Cato.” Akuji nods, seemingly happy with the other monster, despite the fact that they are not tribe. Even his warriors haven’t gotten to their feet, like they don’t consider him a threat. “I was going to make sure the human is okay—”

      I smack him in the side. Grunting, he peers down at me in shock. “Talia, not human, Red. It’s Talia.”

      Grinning at me, he strokes my face with a wicked look in his eyes before twisting his head back to Cato, who looks shocked. “That Talia is okay, but I can see for myself she seems unharmed. May I ask why you took her?”

      “To protect her of course,” Cato answers smoothly, making my eyes narrow. He could have protected her in many ways that didn’t involve kidnapping. I am curious as to what they have been doing to her, but she seems comfortable with him, so I don’t worry too much. Hell, this is the most relaxed I’ve seen her, well, ever.

      “Of course.” Akuji grunts and looks around, scanning the area for threats.

      “And you? You have Talia’s friend, Aria?”

      Hearing my name on the monster’s lips provokes a growl from Akuji. He steps before me, his head tilted down and teeth bared, and his tail comes up like a weapon. His warriors don’t get to their feet, but I see them stiffen. “You do not speak her name.”

      “I meant no offence,” Cato says slowly, holding his hands out in a gesture of peace, but I see the monsters behind him shift uncomfortably.

      I realise they fear Akuji.

      Rolling my eyes, I slide in front of him and pinch his chin. “Stop being an ass,” I tell him before looking back and smiling at Talia. “Fuck this,” I mutter and, evading Red’s arms, I slip across the distance. She hurries a few steps to meet me, our arms going around each other.

      Events like this have a way of bonding people, and outside of these walls, Talia and I wouldn’t have run in the same circles or even spared each other a look. We are the only humans here, however, and that creates a bond between us. Pulling away, I look her over, noticing the tears in her eyes.

      “I thought you were dead,” she whispers.

      “Nah, I did adopt a monster and a tiger though.” Just then, there’s a purr, and I notice my tiger winding through the monsters, who looked shocked.

      She sighs. “Of course you did.”

      “And you?” I demand. “Do I need to kill them?”

      There’s a clearing of a throat, no doubt it’s Cato, but I ignore him. If she’s uncomfortable or scared, I will do just that. “No, no, they have been…nice,” she hedges and then smiles when I narrow my eyes. “I promise I’m okay. I’m working, actually.”

      “Of course you are,” I echo, making us both grin.

      “You have a brave human there, Akuji. I truly meant no offence. I know names are important to warriors and their mates. I did not know,” Cato murmurs.

      “Well, now you do,” Akuji replies, winding his arms around me and pulling me away. “You are my human’s friend. I am glad you are not dead. She’s quite crazy, so I fear she might have killed them.”

      Talia’s eyebrows rise as she grins at Akuji behind me. “Yeah, I’ve noticed that about her. The same goes for her though. I might not be as strong or as capable as her—”

      There’s a growl coming from Cato, which she rolls her eyes at.

      “But I care for her. If you hurt her, then I will try my very hardest to do some damage.”

      I feel him shaking with silent laughter behind me, and I am sure we are undoubtedly wearing matching smirks. “Understood, human,” he says softly with a respectful bow. Pulling from his arms, I sling mine around Talia.

      “You need to tell us everything that happened. Seriously, I was so worried, and I don’t like that feeling,” I tell her.

      She nods. “This is about more than you and me, Aria.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask with a frown, ignoring the stirring of people behind me. She lowers her voice and speaks quickly as Cato converges on us, but he supports her instead of stopping her. The serious expression on his face makes me swallow my sudden nerves. “The research they sent me to get was gone for a reason. Cato had taken it. He feared what it contained and the ramifications of the humans getting their hands on it again.” That makes me raise my eyebrows, but I have no time to ask questions as she quickly surges ahead in one long breath. “The information contained, Aria… It shocked me to my core. The humans did this, Aria. They made them.”

      “I know.”

      “But it’s more than that,” she says in a rush, as if said humans might come down and kill her for speaking and spilling their secrets. “No wonder they want this information back. They would go to any lengths to protect it.”

      “Talia, tell me,” I demand. I don’t like being used or lied to, and if the government who hired us to get this research was up to nefarious shit? Well, let’s just say they won’t like the results they will get from me.

      “It’s so much more, Aria.” Talia shakes her head, and she looks scared, truly scared, for the first time since I met her. “What they did to them, what they are continuing to do—”

      “Incoming!” comes a rough yell, cutting off whatever Talia was about to say to me.

      I’m yanked behind a solid chest as warriors leap to their feet, and all eyes turn to the newcomers as they join the meeting. I refuse to cower, so I slide to Akuji’s side, my hand drifting to the blades he gave me as I watch them. The big bastard at the front is even bigger than Akuji is, and he rides a huge black stallion, who rears into the air, but the warriors do not scare. When it comes back down, he smirks at all of us, and I notice one of his fangs is chipped and broken.

      One of his eyes has a wicked scar through it, and it’s white compared to his regular black one. He’s a deeper red, with shades of black running across his skin, and the biggest monster I have seen to date. The warriors behind him look like a ragtag bunch of monsters, all angry and scary.

      They surround us with menacing looks. Akuji’s and Cato’s men create a barrier before us and Talia, standing together against them.

      “Samael,” Akuji greets as if speaking for the tribes, and that’s when I realise Cato is deferring to him, looking to him and his warriors for leadership.

      “Akuji,” he greets with a sneer. “Thank you for our latest fighter, he fits in well.”

      I see a muscle tic in Akuji’s jaw, but he makes no other responses. “Why are you here?”

      “There was a meeting called, was there not? We were invited.” Samael grins, leaping from his horse.

      “Yes, but you never come to them,” Cato replies, confused.

      “Well, now we do.”

      “And why’s that?” Akuji demands as I look behind them, searching for the human they took as well. It doesn’t escape my notice that all the tribes seem to have a human at the moment. Although I’m not scared for Talia, the same can’t be said for the woman they took. With one look in Samael’s eyes, I see the hatred he clearly harbours as he glances at me.

      Hatred and death.

      “Because it interests us. The fact that you both have humans standing next to you and not chained up shows me how weak you are and how much you might not care.”

      “Care?” Akuji repeats.

      “That human warriors are currently surrounding the wall with weapons.” Samael smirks as he drops that bomb.

      Fuck!
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      “What?” I say, feeling cold all over. My first priority is Aria, and my eyes go to her in fear. I’m terrified they are here for her, that they will take her from me.

      I’ll kill them first.

      She’s mine.

      As if knowing my thoughts, she pats my chest. “They didn’t come when I was over the wall with Talia, so it’s not for us. It’s strange, though, that they would do it now.”

      “Why?” Cato asks, trusting her opinion. That makes me puff up in pride. My men are starting to respect her, and now it seems so are the other tribes. Samael sneers, but I give him a warning glare. I beat him once in battle, and I can do it again, especially if he says anything about my mate I do not like.

      “They only came now, after the other woman came through the wall. So what do they want? You? They would have come before now if they wanted another war with the monsters, and if they wanted us, they would have come days ago. So logically, they want the woman.” Aria’s eyes go to Samael. “The woman you took.”

      “You took a woman?” Cato roars. He’s angry, as all males are at the idea of hurting females, even if they are human.

      “She came into our territory through the wall. The laws are clear,” Samael snaps.

      “She must know something,” I murmur. “We need to find out what.”

      “She is our prisoner, so we will discover what she knows.” Samael smirks viciously.

      “If you hurt one hair on her head, I will rip you to pieces,” I threaten.

      “He won’t,” Aria says slowly, meeting Samael’s eyes as we square up. “Because if the humans want her and they find out he killed or hurt her, then they will come for him and his people. He would be responsible for starting a war again, and if I’m not wrong, breaking your laws. Isn’t that right?” She looks at me, and I’ve never been so proud.

      “That’s right, little human,” I purr, wishing I could throw her down right here and show her how proud I am that she is my mate.

      Samael growls before I step in front of Aria.

      “Fine, she is your prisoner, but you will ask her, and you will not hurt or touch her in any way. If I found out you did, the tribes will come together and we will destroy you.”

      It’s a threat, and he knows it, his people bristling behind him.

      Cato steps between us. “Enough. We cannot afford infighting if the humans are coming for us. We have to work together. While we are waiting to find out what the human knows, we must come up with a plan to deter and watch the humans at our borders.”

      “What do you suggest?” I ask, still carefully watching Samael in case he decides to make a move towards my mate. That would sign his death warrant, and I would happily kill all of his men for looking at her.

      “Like I said, we work together. They haven’t attacked yet, which means they are either watching us or waiting for something. We must do the same—watch them and be prepared in case they attack again,” Cato replies, seeming unsure. Despite the fact that he can fight, he’s not very good at battle strategy.

      “Cato is right. I say we work in teams to patrol our borders and post sentries on the wall to observe them. That way, we can be prepared if they attack. We should also set traps at every entry point, as an early warning system,” I respond, thinking through our options.

      “Logically, they would attack during the day,” Aria murmurs. “It’s when they would feel safest, in the brightness of daylight. You can’t watch them during the day, but I can.” She looks at me. “Put me in the rotation.”

      “Aria, are you sure? These are your people,” I question.

      “My people who are threatening to attack and kill innocents, monster or not, and threatening to start another war over their own secrets. They sent us in here knowing that. You are my people. Your people are the only ones who care about me and whom I care about. So yes, I might be human and they might be human, but don’t lump us together. I want to avoid a war as much as you, Akuji. Beyond that wall is the slums, where innocent, starving people are just trying to survive. They would be the first casualties, and I won’t let that happen.”

      Samael’s eyebrow rises before he shutters his expression. Tilting up Aria’s chin, I force her eyes to meet mine. “You have a warrior’s heart, my little human, and I am honoured you chose me as your mate.”

      She blushes, then grins. “So you’ll let me do it?”

      “I do not control you.” I frown, hating that she thinks that. “I know you are capable, and I will watch from the darkness of the shelters nearby in case you need help.”

      “Of course you will.” She laughs.

      Cato clears his throat, breaking our moment. “Samael, do you agree to these terms? Are you willing to post sentries on your wall and report if any attacks are imminent?”

      “And if the humans breach our lands, am I allowed to kill them then?” he mocks.

      “Of course. They know the rules,” I reply. “They cross our lands, and they die.”

      “Yet you have two humans with you,” he points out.

      “Two innocent humans who came here for sanctuary,” I lie, my eyes narrowed. “If you want to get to them, you will have to go through me.” I push Aria to one of my warriors and spread my arms, tilting my chin back. “Come on, Samael, I’m right here. Take me if you can.”

      His lips purse before he looks down, submitting. He realises it’s not worth the fight.

      “Just what I thought,” I sneer. “Stop fighting with us and focus on our enemies. They want something from our land, maybe to start another war. We need to be united as one—one people, one fighting unit. It’s the only way we will survive. We will not be the bloodthirsty monsters they created and unleashed. We will be warriors protecting our city, our people, and our home. We will not start this, but if they come for us, they will find a fight they cannot win.”

      “That’s hot,” Aria remarks. We all look at her, and she grins. “Oops, forgot about your amazing hearing.”

      “Fine,” Samael concedes.

      “We lie low and play the long game. Keep communications open between our people.” I look at Cato.

      “We will continue trying to understand the research they wanted to see what it means. We don’t have nearly enough answers yet.”

      I nod. “Good, keep me updated. Samael, let us know when the female talks, and if you cannot handle her, send her to my tribe. Aria will get the truth from her.”

      “Girls club.” She holds up her hand and looks around as we frown at her. “Monsters don’t high five? Okay then.” She drops it.

      There’s a giggle from behind Cato and his men—Talia.

      “Then we all know what must be done. We had better get back to our people and spread the word. I will send weapons to you both.”

      “We don’t need any,” Samael spits.

      “Fine. Cato?”

      “We could do with some. I have been training my people. Even though they don’t enjoy killing, they are sufficient, but we do not have enough to go around.”

      “Good, I will send some. If the humans want a war, a war they will get.”

      I look at Aria, wondering where that will leave her.

      Will my mate ultimately choose her people over me?

      Reaching up, I rub my aching chest, the agony I feel at that thought leaving me breathless.

      The idea of losing her is indescribable.
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      After the meeting, we go our separate ways. I say a teary goodbye to Talia, and she promises to send me messages through the monsters we are staying with. She seems eager to get back to the research to help in her own way. I have the same feeling. I can help by keeping watch, but once we return, Akuji starts barking out demands, and he says the watch will start tomorrow. For now, he takes me to the nest we share and just holds me so tightly, it almost hurts, but it makes me feel safe, so I sink into his embrace.

      I don’t expect to sleep, too worried about what my people are doing, but I must drift off because when I wake up, pleasure is slamming through me, stealing my breath and making me scream.

      I force my eyes open as I pant, spotting Akuji between my legs. His hands hold my thighs apart for his massive body, and his face is buried in my pussy as his long, talented forked tongue flicks out and drags down my folds before dipping inside.

      Holy shit.

      He made me come in my sleep.

      Gasping, I fall back to the furs as he purrs, his tail sliding up my leg to flick my clit before thrusting into me. I scream, my eyes closing for a moment, but when he pulls his appendage free from my fluttering cunt, I force them open in time to watch his tail dart to his mouth as he sucks it clean.

      He snarls at the taste of my release.

      “Fuck.” I groan, needing him to fuck me. There are things we have to do, but they quickly fade into the back of my mind when he crawls up my body, his fangs flashing in the light and dripping with my cum.

      “What better way to wake up than with my mate’s cream on my face?” he purrs as I wrap my arms and my legs around him and flip us. He quickly holds me so I don’t get hurt and settles me on his abs. I press my hands to his chest and dig my nails in as I grind and rock on the hard edges. Each one hits my clit, and I cry out, uncaring that I’m dripping on his stomach. He doesn’t care either, in fact, he urges me on. His clawed hands dig into my hips and rock me faster.

      “You are so fucking beautiful, so sexy, let me see you come again. Come all over every inch of me, coat me in it,” he purrs.

      Whimpering, I speed up, abusing my clit until an abrupt orgasm rips through me.

      He snarls, his nostrils flaring as he slides me down, looking at my cream on his stomach. “I’m never going to wash again.”

      Laughing, I release my nails from his chest as I lower my head and kiss him softly. “No? Well, I plan on riding your dick next. Any objections to that?”

      He slaps my ass hard, making me gasp. “Hop on, mate. Let me watch you claim me.”

      “Is that normal with your people?” I tease, scraping my teeth along his lips. His length jerks as he forces me on top of it, my release dripping all over his throbbing cock.

      “No, and I don’t care. I want to watch you claim me. Fuck, the idea of that, Aria…” He shivers below me. I moan as I sit back and watch him. He is really into the idea, despite the fact that his people don’t do it. I’m going to claim him, just like he claimed me, and he’s going to love it.

      I’ll make sure of it.

      I slide my pussy along his length as I bite my lip. “Good, now watch me.”

      His eyes are locked on the movement of my hips, and his gaze is so bright, it almost hurts. Possession and obsession are written over every line of his body. This huge, scarred monster is weak for me, and he’s letting me take what I want and have control over his body. He is giving himself to me freely, despite the fact that his tail whips about, no doubt needing to take over.

      I tease him by rolling my hips before lifting, and then I shove my fingers inside myself. “I’m so wet for you, Akuji, so wet and ready.” Pulling them free with a groan, I press them to his mouth. “Taste how much I want you.”

      Snarling, he sucks my fingers clean, and I groan, rocking faster. Pulling them from his mouth, I wrap them around his length and stroke. “You’re so hard for me,” I murmur.

      “Only for you,” he snarls. “Always for you. Please, mate.” Hearing the plea from my warrior is my undoing. I line him up with my entrance and sink down an inch, fighting to get his massive, nubbed length inside me. My eyes close as pleasure explodes through me, and I stay like that, poised with his tip inside me. He snarls and writhes in the nest below me.

      “You’re so big, so thick.” I groan as I take another inch. “Watch me take every inch of you. Watch me coat you in my cum. Watch as I take you.”

      “Aria.” My name is a threat as his claws dig into my hips, his arms muscles flexing with the force of holding back. “Please, mate, take all of me. Let me watch you mate me. Let me watch you use me.”

      With my eyes on his, I lift up, and with a wicked grin, I slam myself down on him. He roars as I take every hard, thick inch of his cock, feeling him push so deep, it almost hurts. Those ridges drag along my nerves until I can’t sit still, so I wind my hips and start to ride him. Reaching back to grip his thighs, I roll my body for him as he watches me. Despite the fact I’ve just come twice, I feel another orgasm building.

      The sight of my pale skin against his scarred, red flesh makes me crazy, and seeing this huge warrior stretched beneath me, letting me fuck him, makes me insane with desire as I ride him faster. Both of us watch his huge, dripping length as it plunges in and out of my stretched hole.

      “Good mate,” he snarls, leaning up to nip my nipple. “Use me. Take me. Make yourself come.”

      “God, yes.” I moan and fall forward, my nails slashing against his chest for purchase. The pain makes him roar, and his tail wraps around my throat, anchoring me as I ride him faster. With each thrust, I grind my clit against his hard body. “You feel so good.”

      “Mine,” he snarls, tightening his tail, and the edge of pain and restriction makes me close my eyes as I fuck him, taking what I want.

      His tail slides down to my ass and prods at the hole there. My eyes fly wide, and when it dips inside me, I freeze before coming so hard, I scream. My entire body locks up on top of him, and he takes over, flipping us again so I’m below him. He drives into me, hard and fast, rutting me as I writhe with my release.

      “Mine,” he snarls, fighting my milking cunt. “Mine, mine, mine.” He leans down to bite my throat. “Every inch of you, every hole, is mine, and I will have all of you, Aria, whenever I want. I’ll wake you with my cock inside your pussy while you’re coming. I’ll bend you over in front of my people and take what’s mine. Do you hear me?”

      “God, yes,” I whimper, wrapping my legs around his waist as I lift my hips to meet his thrusts. He snarls, his eyes completely red now. His horns almost vibrate with his growl as he hammers into me so hard, I know I’ll have bruises but I don’t care, not when each drag of his huge, monster cock is driving me towards another release.

      “I’ll only come when you do,” he rumbles. “You always come first. Do you hear me, mate? I want you to drip with your pleasure so that everyone can see and smell it and know how good your mate satisfies you.”

      “Akuji!” I scream as another release explodes through me, and it triggers his own.

      A roar splits the air as he hammers into me before stiffening, his length so deep we are locked together as his cock swells and jerks, splashing his release inside me as he snarls. He pulls out and thrusts back in, forcing me to take every drop of his cum as I slump.

      When he’s done, he leans down and kisses me softly. “Good girl, mate. Such a good mate,” he purrs before pulling out slowly. He swallows my whimper as he reaches down and massages my aching pussy, making me sag, and then he rolls us. I lie spread on his chest, panting and limp.

      Curled on top of his massive body, I let my eyes close in bliss as I sigh, stroking his hard skin. “I should get ready to take my watch. It has to be morning soon.”

      “In an hour. I woke you with plenty of time.” He smirks, caressing my body possessively. It should feel restricting, but it makes me grin.

      “During the night, I want you to teach me,” I tell him, lifting my head and propping my chin on his chest so I can see his face.

      “Teach you?” He frowns in confusion, his fangs hanging adorably over his lip. I don’t know how I was ever scared of him.

      “To fight. I’m good, don’t get me wrong, but if we are to be in a war, then I need to be able to protect myself and you.” He blinks before his eyes simmer with desire. Laughing, I smack his chest softly. “Focus.”

      “I will teach you anything you want to know,” he promises, hoisting me higher.

      “Good, I need the layout of the city, including entrances and exits. I want to know everything.”

      “You are so demanding, little human.” He smacks my ass as he peers down at me. “I will teach you everything, but if it comes to a fight, you will be at my side, where I can protect you at all times.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I start to get angry. “I have survived this long. I am a warrior—”

      “I’m not saying you’re not. What I’m saying is that if anything happens to you, this war would be pointless. I would destroy the world and then follow you to the afterlife. There is no living without you, mate, so cut me some slack.” He lifts me higher again, this time settling me over his mouth, and all my arguments fly from my head when he seals his lips around my pussy.

      “Oh, okay…” I groan, rocking against his mouth. “I guess—Fuck, okay, yeah, that’s fine.”

      He chuckles against me.
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      By the time I escape Akuji’s clutches, wash, and dress, the sun is up. I hurry through the streets, knowing the way and feeling more confident than ever. If I concentrate hard enough, I can see the shadow of my monster streaking through the buildings as he watches and protects me. Grinning, I speed up to test him. He keeps up effortlessly, and in just thirty minutes, I’m at the wall where he described the steps. I didn’t see them before. They are so narrow, I am unsure how the monsters use them, but they work well for me. I climb them and settle on top of the wall, dangling my legs down the humans’ side.

      Looking out at the bright sky and the land stretching as far as I can see, I can’t help but think about how beautiful our world is. If I focus past the man-made disasters, such as the decaying roofs and sagging shacks crammed into the slums and the skyscrapers sparkling in the sun just beyond, it truly is incredible. I see far-off mountains that catch the light with fields before them, where nature survives, despite the humans’ need to destroy and change everything.

      Our world might not be the one we want it to be, but there is beauty if you know where to look for it. My eyes go back to the deserted buildings behind me and the monster that hides within.

      Swallowing, I scan the immediate horizon, looking for troops. Last night’s initial report said they moved into our wall’s section as well. They are spread across a gap between the slums to the east of me and the wall, where nobody wants to live. There’s an old broken bridge there that they are using for cover just before the city, but I can see them far below, moving around like ants. They even brought a fucking tank and have it pointed at the wall. I have no doubt they have scouts as well, so I wave and then pull out my breakfast and start to eat when it’s obvious they don’t plan to attack right this second.

      It’s obvious they don’t want me or Talia. They want the research and maybe whatever the human who snuck in here knows. They are playing the long game, and this is just a warning. They are showing their force to make the monsters scared enough to push us back through the wall to avoid a war. Humans are good at posturing and taking what isn’t theirs, treating human life like it’s disposable. At least half of those soldiers would die.

      And what for? Do they even know what they would be fighting for, or are they just following orders?

      The people in charge don’t care about the careless loss of life and pain that would come from it. They are breaking peace, and it’s obvious throughout the slums that people are scared and probably trying to find somewhere to go in case the wall falls, but for them, there is nowhere to go, and that’s who will suffer—the innocents.

      Nibbling on my bread, I look at what used to be my life below. It wasn’t that long ago, yet it feels like I’ve been here forever. I’m comfortable and happy, and it’s because of one man…or monster.

      Akuji calls me his mate, and I’ve had no time to really consider it, too caught up in what is happening and then rescuing Talia. I don’t know what mate means to him, and I guess I should ask, but part of me is scared it doesn’t mean girlfriend like humans would say. I love the sex and the connection between us, but when it comes down to it, I’m human and he’s not.

      I have a life out there, don’t I? How could I abandon it all to live in a deserted city where every day is a fight for survival? Where, if you aren’t careful and alert, you could get killed at any moment? I don’t know, but it’s something I need to consider. If we survive whatever these humans have planned, I will undoubtedly have to face the reality of what lies between us. For now, I’ll just go with it and hope for the best.

      A roar has me twisting and glancing down. I grin when I see my tiger below, trying to climb the wall but unable to. I blow him a kiss and look back at the soldiers. I feel like I’m balanced on a divide, caught between human and monster, and I truly don’t know where I lie.

      Liar, my heart tells me, but I ignore the traitorous thought.

      The day passes slowly. I have to venture down to use the toilet and reassure Akuji I’m okay. He has taken up shop in an old, abandoned subway entrance near the wall, where he can see me and still be in the dark. He tries to pull me into the darkness to press me against his body, but I escape with a laugh and go back to my sentry duties. I don’t want to let him or his people down.

      He must leave at some point, or one of his people comes through the tunnels, because I hear a hiss and watch him reach into the sun, leaving a plate of food out for me and the tiger. Hurrying down, I frown when I see his blistered hand, but he waves me off, so I sit cross-legged in the sun. He remains in the dark where he’s safe, and we share dinner. After, I lounge on the wall, counting houses, windows, and soldiers to keep myself awake in the warm sun.

      Finally, after the last few hours of sunrise drag by, I get to my feet and stretch, reaching my arms towards the moon and stars that slowly blink to life above me. I can’t see much of the soldiers—stupid human eyes—but then Akuji is suddenly beside me. I blink, glancing between him and the bottom of the wall. “Did you leap up here?”

      He grins before pulling me into his arms and kissing me hard. “I missed you.”

      “It’s been a day.” I laugh, even as my heart melts because I missed him too.

      “Too long,” he rumbles, sitting and tugging me down next to him. I soften into his embrace. “I have two hours before we are relieved. If you are tired, then sleep, little mate.”

      “I’m not,” I say, even as I yawn, making him laugh. “Talk to me.”

      “What do you want me to say, mate?” he murmurs, resting his head on mine and wrapping his tail around me.

      “Anything. Tell me about your people, your lands, your family.” I shrug.

      “I’d rather hear about yours,” he counters.

      “No,” I mumble. “You’ve heard enough about humanity and its flaws. Tell me everything about the world over the wall. The things nobody knows. Tell me the truth, when I have only ever heard lies.”

      He searches my gaze before softening. “You’ll always have the truth from me, little human, even if you don’t like it. Lies hurt worse than the stab of truthfulness.”

      I nod, knowing he’s right. He settles down, watching the humans below, and for a moment, I wonder if he will speak before his rumbling timbre fills the air around us. The vibration makes me shiver and slide closer, but I ignore the usual arousal that fills me whenever he talks to me, looks at me, or touches me. Instead, I focus on his words and the emotions behind them, wanting to know everything about my monster and the life he has endured.

      “The first several years after the wall was built were filled with pain—so much pain. My people lost mates, children, fathers, and mothers. We were just scrambling to find a way of life and safety in a confusing, alien world. The haze I told you about…it influenced a lot of our actions, and the anger was a palpable living rot that infected our people until we attacked everyone who came too close to our borders, but it was born of fear.” He meets my eyes. “Fear they would take more of our people, more of the people we love, and that they would imprison and hurt us again. We were terrified we would never be anything but an experiment gone wrong.”

      “Akuji.” My heart aches for him and his people.

      They didn’t ask to be made, they were just trying to navigate a world they didn’t understand and people who didn’t care. Of course they were angry and fearful, and humans didn’t help that or them. We made them into villains, the bad guys spoken about in the dark.

      We made them monsters.

      I can hear the pent-up agony in his words, so I reach for him, needing to comfort the boy who has to grow up fighting for his life and those of his people. He never got a chance to just live and figure out who he was. I suppose the same could be said for me, and that’s why we are so linked, so connected. Our broken souls are just reflections of the other’s, even with the genetic differences.

      “But it wasn’t all bad. There were good moments too.” He smiles down at me, his eyes softening as he strokes my lips and cheeks, making my eyes close in surrender as my heart aches. When his voice comes again, it’s softer, rougher. He weaves a tale around me until I can almost see what he is describing and taste the wildness in his stories.

      Where the humans let our differences split us, they brought them together to make them one.

      Humans might have created them, but they are far smarter and evolved than we are. He paints stories about them exploring the city as kids and playing with human toys. Akuji speaks about feasts with all the tribes that were filled with music and laughter before the split. He creates a world around me, one different from my cold, scary one I survived as a kid.

      Their world might be crumbling and overrun with animals and nature, but there is so much love, friendship, and happiness here that can’t be bought by any skyscrapers or new technology. Nobody goes hungry. Nobody is alone. Nobody is afraid to fall asleep. Nobody is forgotten or abandoned to a flawed system.

      Tears fall from my eyes as I press my face to his chest.

      “Aria, why are you crying?” he murmurs, lifting my head as he stops mid-story about them discovering an underground swimming pool, where he accidently broke the slide.

      “I—” I swallow before forcing my eyes back to his. I see nothing but curiosity and concern in his dark orbs. There are no games, no falsehoods, and it strips me bare. My usual cocky answers are nowhere to be found. “I wish I had a childhood like yours. I was so scared all the time. I was lonely, but I convinced myself I wasn’t, that I needed no one but me, but I was wrong. Listening to you…I can’t help but wonder what my life could have been like with a family.”

      “You have one now,” he tells me, gripping my chin as he leans down and presses his head to mine. “We cannot change the past, my little mate, but we can change the future. You will never be alone again. You will never be scared again a day in your life. For as long as I live, I will protect you from anything that could ever hurt you, as will my people. You’re with us now. You are a monster.” He smirks and wipes my tears away before kissing my face softly. “The humans never realised what they had right under their noses. They are fools. You are a beautiful, strong woman, but you cannot always be strong, so when you are weak, I will carry the load. I will be at your side the whole time. No matter what happens, I will always be yours, Aria.” He forces my eyes back to his as he delivers those words. “I will always be your family.” He reaches down and pulls something from his trousers, curling my hand around it as he hands it over.

      Slowly, I uncurl my fingers, and a breath escapes my lips as I stare at the shining stone in my palm. “You—”

      “You might have felt like you were alone, but I was always there—always watching and protecting you, loving you from afar. You were never truly alone, Aria.”

      I bring the rock to my chest, clutching it close to my heart. It’s better than any riches, because it shows his promise.

      It shows his truth.

      Akuji loves me.

      I don’t know what to say to that, so I kiss him tenderly and we settle back side by side. He gives me space to think through everything. He asks for nothing, and he takes nothing, not like human men. He just gives. He wipes my tears away and feeds me when I’m hungry. He would skin himself to keep me warm, and nothing is too much for him.

      He doesn’t look at me like I’m something to own, but rather something to cherish, and that is terrifying in itself.

      It’s one thing to call me his mate, it almost feels like a dream, but it’s another to vow something like that. It’s too fast and too much, not to mention the differences between us, but love doesn’t care, and I cannot deny how drawn I am to Akuji, how much I trust and care for him.

      What will happen when I have to go back over the wall?

      Will I leave my heart here with him or take his with me?
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      When we are finally relieved of watch duty, I’m exhausted both physically and emotionally. I spent so long going around and around in circles, telling myself all the reasons this thing between us cannot work. I told myself I need to go back to my world, even if I hate what the humans did and are doing. I tell myself all sorts of things, but when he curls around me in his nest, I feel whole.

      I let him hold me, his big arms anchoring and warming me as I close my eyes and relax. I allow my tired, aching muscles to rest, but my brain won’t. For a moment, I imagine staying, I imagine giving in and being his mate. There is something so very perfect about being someone’s everything, their obsession, and their love while their entire existence is dedicated to your happiness and wellbeing…but do I deserve it? I want to.

      The thought scares me because it feels that good.

      I can imagine spending our days together in his nest and our nights in the city, but life cannot be like that. It can’t. We have our worlds, our own lives…

      Right?

      As if knowing my thoughts, he speaks, his voice softer than I’ve ever heard it. “You were the only human brave enough to ever come back. Why? Why did you always come back, Aria?”

      I debate telling him a pretty lie, but he wouldn’t like that, and I will never lie to him, even if it’s a harsh truth that makes me feel exposed.

      “I came back because it felt like home,” I whisper in the dark. I feel brave since his eyes aren’t on me. “Because I felt safer here amongst the monsters and ruins than I ever did with my people in the glittering city beyond.”

      “Yet I already feel like I’ve lost you, as if you are a million miles away from me and running fast. Why?”

      I swallow, unable to respond, and he holds me tighter like that will keep me with him.

      “I’m going to lose you, Aria, I know it. I’m going to have to watch you walk back through that wall to your people, and part of me knows that when you do, it will be the last time. I don’t think you will come back.”

      “Then why try?” I beg, trying to understand. I turn in his arms, letting his tail and legs wrap around me so I’m pinned. He rolls me beneath him, caging me in with his arms until we are in our own little world. “Why fight for this? Why tell me I’m your mate?”

      “Because no matter how scared you are and how much you think you belong back there, I know that’s not true. I knew it the first moment I laid eyes on you. I see the way you look at my people, at the city…at me. You watch us with wonder, not fear or hatred. You belong here, Aria, with me. I’ll keep fighting until my claws hit that wall behind you. I’ll fight, even when you won’t because you’re too scared to admit what you want. I know what you worry about, I see it in your eyes—”

      “We barely know each other—”

      “We know the important things. We can learn everything else over time. My people know their mate, their soul, when their eyes meet.” His hand comes to my chest, pressing against my racing heart. “I know your soul, Aria, and it belongs with mine.” He grips my hand and presses it against his. “And you cannot tell me you didn’t feel a pull to me, that you didn’t feel this connection between us that only grows stronger the more we are together.” Leaning down, he brushes his lips over my forehead, down my eyes, and to my lips, where he whispers against them. “That is what being a mate means, Aria. That is why I fight, because letting you go would mean destroying myself. I cannot live without you, I do not want to, not when I’ve had a taste of heaven in your arms. I understand the emptiness of those who have lost their mates now, because if I lost you, Aria, it would leave nothing but an empty husk behind. My heart and soul would go with you. Always.”

      “You don’t play fair,” I whisper when he kisses me.

      “When it comes to you? Never.”

      Sucking in a desperate breath, I close my eyes against the determination in his gaze as he consumes my whole world. Kissing my lips, he holds me against his chest and rolls so I’m sprawled out across him. I just think through his words, understanding what he wants but unable to give it to him.

      “But I’m human,” I finally say, and he rumbles with laughter below me, making me jiggle on his chest.

      “Maybe on the outside, but you have the heart of a monster—strong, sure, loyal, and fearless,” he promises, gripping my ass hard. His fingers dig in almost painfully as he pulls me closer and farther up his body until I rest on his very prominent erection, but he ignores it, so I do too. Desire still pulses through me from the touch, from the pure need I feel for this monster, despite my worries and turbulent emotions. “Besides, after everything you have seen here, you know you can’t trust them. They have betrayed and abandoned you. There is nothing for you back over that wall, Aria, so please stay.” I lift my head and meet his hopeful eyes. “Stay with me and be mine.”

      Swallowing, I lie back down, unsure what to say. I don’t want to promise him things I still don’t know or understand myself because I don’t know if I can.

      I don’t know if I can stay despite it all.

      Can I?
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      I only manage to sleep for an hour before I get up. Akuji watches me sadly, looking so forlorn and hopeful that I turn away. He takes me to eat with his people, and we are both quiet, just soaking in the chatter and laughter around us. Our relationship is strained and tense, and that’s my fault.

      A monster plops down next to me, a female. She nudges me with a grin. “You’re scrawny but strong for a human.”

      “Thanks, I think?” I grin, unable to help it. The wide, unchecked smile she gives me is almost infectious.

      “You should train with us sometime. I’ll help you learn to kick these males’ asses.” She flexes her impressive muscles.

      “I’d love that.” I hold out my hand. She looks down at it before knocking it away and gripping me in a tight hug that steals the air from my lungs.

      “You are family, little human, and family embraces.” She shrugs and grins at Akuji. “Reigner.”

      “What’s your name?” I ask as she stands.

      Still smiling at me, she tilts her chin in what I have noticed is a respectful greeting between them. “Brielle, but they call me Sunshine around here.”

      “I can see why. It’s nice to meet you, Sunny.”

      Her eyes widen before she drops to her knees. I panic and glance at Akuji, who looks shocked. “You have given me a great gift of friendship by offering me a nickname,” she murmurs as she stares at me. “I will not forget that, human.” She kisses my hand and stands, wearing a bigger smile on her face as she hurries away to another table, where she instantly launches into a loud description of our interaction. I see the men and women listening intently before looking at me with nothing but respect and slight interest.

      I look back at Akuji, who smiles before taking my hand. “My people love you.”

      “But why? Don’t they think I’m weak? That I’m the enemy?” I frown.

      “They love you because they see the way I care for you and how you care for me and my people. They notice how you stand with us against your own race, and how you stood by my side at the meeting. They love you because they see into your warrior soul, mate.”

      “Because they love and respect you,” I murmur.

      “They are my people, my family. We have been together through it all, and it bonds you in a way you cannot even believe.” He looks around, his eyes soft and loving. “I would do anything for them.”

      “And they you,” I reply.

      He nods before gesturing at my food, which is actually very good. Apparently, they have been picking vegetables for me to eat as well as scouring the city. The fact that they have gone out of their way for me makes me want to cry, but I don’t because Akuji would kill someone for making me cry.

      “Eat, mate, and then we have to meet your human.”

      “Not my human.” I laugh. “My friend.”

      “It’s the same.” He sighs. “Eat.”

      “Yes, sir,” I tease, digging into the food. Once I’m done, we stop at the bathrooms so I can use the facilities and take a quick shower. I dress in the same leather warrior top because it’s growing on me, but I manage to salvage some jeans this time and finish it with my cloak and weapons. When I’m ready, I take Akuji’s hand and let him lead me out of their lair and into the city.

      I’m surprised when we head towards the lab. I spot my tiger in the buildings and wave, leaving him to hunt as we enter the glass building to the lab where it all started.

      The door to the secret lab is open, with one of Cato’s men guarding it. He nods at us as we pass. Akuji leads the way down, gripping my hand tightly. At the bottom, I can’t help but grin when I spot Talia working in the lab. She looks more at home and in charge than I’ve ever seen her, ordering around Cato’s men with narrowed eyes and clapping her hands to get them to hurry. At her side, working seamlessly with her, is Cato. I stop and stare, watching the way his eyes soften when he watches her and how he checks in with her.

      She seems oblivious to the natural way they move together, and I wonder if Akuji and I do the same.

      Stepping farther into the lab, I catch her attention. She freezes and blinks as if she’s coming out of a trance before a wide smile curls up her lips. Rushing to me, she wraps her arms around me. I’ve never been the type to have friends, but I realise with warmth in my heart that Talia is one of my only friends. I might even go so far as to consider her family.

      How things have changed.

      Pulling away, she turns to Akuji and nods. “Hey.” She looks back at me. “You’ll never guess what we found.”

      “What?” I ask as she drags me into the lab. Akuji chuckles behind me as he greets Cato, but I’m pushed into a microscope before I can say anything else. I stare in confusion at what I’m seeing before lifting my head. She’s practically bouncing on her feet as she watches me. “Erm, babe? English? I don’t do science. I do guns and knives.”

      She blushes hard. “Right, right, sorry! I was analysing Cato’s blood, you know, for fun—”

      “Of course, what else do you do for fun?” I drawl with a grin.

      “Exactly.” She grins with a twinkle in her eye, making me laugh. “Anyway, their blood is naturally mutating. How cool is that?”

      “Very.” I nod, listening to her ramble on. At her side, Cato watches her with something close to worship in his gaze, hanging onto her every word. He looks so proud and lovestruck, I try not to laugh. Eventually, she takes a breath and seems to sag. “We found something else. I-I swear I didn’t know, Aria. You have to believe me.” She takes my hands. “I swear.”

      “Hey, it’s okay. I believe you, whatever it is,” I promise, squeezing her hands. “Tell me.” I’ve never been the type to shy away from bad stuff in life, and whatever she is going to tell me will be bad. I can tell by her worry and hesitation.

      She gazes at Cato, who tucks her under his arm, and then she leans into him for strength. He shares a look with Akuji, who instantly whistles and does a gesture that clears the entire lab of everyone but us. With her voice hushed and her eyes focused on the floor in sadness, Talia begins to explain the research she has put together from what she found between Cato’s place and here.

      “They created the monsters, Aria, by splicing genes and manipulating DNA. There were other failed experiments before…before them. They were just creating them in an attempt to perfect soldiers, but…they were trying to bond it with human DNA.”

      “What are you saying?” I ask with a frown.

      “I think, from the research I can see, that they were trying to make humans and monsters compatible to create a new race, a superior race, that they could control. They were trying to extend our lives and make us stronger, faster.” She raises her eyes and meets mine. “I have a terrible feeling about why they sent me here. I think they want to continue what they started. They could not only make more monsters, Aria, but more races. They could end this world with this research.”

      Sucking in a breath, I share a look with Akuji. It should shock me, but the truth is, it doesn’t. Humans are greedy, fragile beings who are always searching for ways to extend our lifespans. What they don’t understand is that the short length of our decaying, fragile lives is what makes our existence so beautiful. Without the fear of death, we would be stagnant. They are trying to play god.

      We can’t let them.

      “We can’t ever let them get this research,” I say out loud, and we all nod in agreement—human and monster alike.

    

  







            TWENTY-NINE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    




      AKUJI

      Talia and Aria talk in low whispers. I listen in for a moment. Aria is comforting her and promising to help her stop this from happening. I share a look with Cato to see his face soft as he looks at the other human, and I wonder if that’s how I watch my Aria.

      Probably, and I’m not bothered by that.

      I nod my head, and he follows me to the corner of the lab, where I turn away so I can talk to him privately in low, growling tones, giving the humans their space and privacy for a moment. “I never knew that. Did you?”

      “No. For a long time, I have be trying to make sense of their research, hoping for an understanding of our race—”

      “Which you did.”

      “Some, enough to treat our wounds and help our women during childbirth, but not to this extent. It took her human eyes and brain to figure out the rest. She truly is magnificent. Her brain—” He shakes his head, and his cheeks turn a deeper red. “I didn’t know this, but are we really surprised? The humans did terrible things to our people when we were captives, so of course they would be exploring every opportunity of what our creation meant. They are correct though—we cannot let this fall into human hands. They will send others to retrieve it once they realise Talia and Aria aren’t coming back.”

      “You’re right. I’ll double patrols and have eyes on the walls and tunnels at all times. We won’t let them get to the lab. We protect our city and race, and nobody will be hurt by them again,” I promise, clapping him on the shoulder. I turn then, hearing footsteps. Aria is walking towards us, her head tilted back in a defiant way that makes my member hard and my heart roar with pride. Her eyes sparkle with mischief as they meet my own. “You are right about the humans being magnificent,” I rumble to Cato, reaching for her as soon as she’s close. I pull her against my chest and slide my hands down her back to grip her ass as I nip her neck and suck in her scent. Finally, I settle with her warm against me and her fragrance in my lungs.

      I hear a chuckle, and I lift my head to meet Cato’s eyes. “I never thought I’d see the great Akuji weak.” He looks at Aria. “Remember that—remember you are his weakness just as he is our strength. Do not ruin something so pure and true, human.” He moves to his own human, and I glare at his back, ready to defend her when she laughs and pats my chest.

      Looking down at her, I can’t help but soften and smile. “He’s just protecting his friend. It makes me feel better about threatening to cut his cock off if he hurts Talia,” she tells me. “Don’t kill him.” She leans up and kisses me. “After we sort the patrols, do you want to go on a date?”

      “A date?” I repeat, tasting the unfamiliar word as I watch her. She chuckles, the light sound going straight to my hard cock with a bolt of lust.

      “A date. I’ve never been on one, but it’s what two people who…like each other do.”

      “Then we shall do this date.” I nod seriously. “What does it entail?”

      “Well, one person takes the other somewhere they will enjoy, someplace either private or beautiful, where they can spend time together.” She grins, and I debate her words. This feels important.

      “Cato, do you want to date?” I ask, and Aria laughs so hard she falls against me. Even Talia chuckles. “What? I like Cato, we could date sometime, no?” I frown at her.

      “You could if you want.” She wipes at her eyes and shares a look with Talia. “It’s usually reserved for partners—mates.”

      “Oh.” I shrug and wave Cato on. “Sorry, we cannot date.”

      “Understood.” He shrugs back.

      “We shall date then. Come on, I can think of a place.” I take her hand and lead her past Cato and Talia, who are still working on the research. Up top, I explain the new regulations to my people before they hurry off to spread the message. I keep Aria close when we head into the city, and I silently continue to deliberate the strange human tradition. If you know you like someone, why not mate them? Do they truly not know who they are meant to spend the rest of their lives with from one meeting? I ask my human as much.

      “Some do, some like to play games,” she hedges.

      “Why games?”

      “I guess they are scared and don’t want to commit or settle down. They wonder if there is someone better out there for them.” She seems confused too though.

      “That is foolish. There is no better being than your mate. You should just know and commit to that, no games,” I mutter angrily.

      “I agree, but others don’t always feel the same way. Some like to have more than one mate.”

      “More than one mate?” I gawk. “They are very brave.” She smacks me as I grin and pull her close. “You are all I need, Aria. Let them have their multiple mates and games, whatever makes them happy. I am just glad I have you.” I kiss her softly and continue our journey. I catch her giving me looks, though, so I wink at her the way I’ve seen her do.

      The pink that tints her cheeks is worth the strange movement. We walk through the city hand in hand as the dark shows us the beauty of our surroundings. It might not be like the dates the humans have, but the smile on her face lets me know I’m doing okay.

      I find what I’m looking for and toss her into my arms. She yelps but snuggles closer after grumbling, and I can’t stop the prideful smile from curling my lips as she surrenders to me, my warrior mate. Leaping up the forty flights of stairs in the abandoned building, I nudge open the metal door and reach down to cover her eyes at the same time.

      I found this place a few years ago and was entranced by it. I come back now and again to check on it and bask in the beauty and relaxation I find here. “Don’t look yet,” I murmur, sliding her down to her feet. I take off her boots and toss them aside, and she gasps as her feet melt into the grass and flowers below. I take my hand away and sweep it around as she blinks her eyes open.

      “Welcome to the oasis of the city, our spot.” I let her take it all in, drinking in her reaction.

      I follow her eyes for a moment, observing the sweeping rooftop filled with plants, flowers, and grass. There are trees above us strung with lights that I maintained, and they twinkle now. In the back is a covered area with benches with cushions and throws. I cleaned them in the rain and set them out to dry when I found the place. I know some birds and wildlife live here, and it’s beyond beautiful. It settles my heart, and I feel like I can take a deep breath and remind myself of the magnificence of this life, even amongst the metal structures and darkness.

      “It’s beautiful,” she murmurs.

      “It is,” I reply, but I’m looking at her. She meets my eyes and smiles.

      “How did you find it?” she asks, venturing forward to explore. I shadow her steps, following her closely.

      “I was exploring my tribe’s land and stumbled upon it when looking for vantage points. I’ve never told another about it. I wanted it to just be mine, a slice of beauty and peace in my troubled life,” I answer truthfully.

      “And you brought me here.” She turns to me, her back pressed to a wall of plants and flowers that frame her lovingly.

      “Everything I have is yours—my life, my soul, my heart, and my lands. Of course I brought you here, Aria. You are the only person I can ever imagine sharing this with,” I tell her honestly, and she inhales sharply.

      “It never fails to amaze me how truthful and blunt you are.” She smiles like it’s a good thing. I stop before her, and she wraps her arms around my neck. I lift her as I tilt my head down, and she kisses me softly. “Best date ever.”

      “Good,” I murmur, kissing her back before pulling away. The grin that parts her lips makes me narrow my eyes. “What, little human?”

      “You know, sometimes people fuck on dates.” She arches her eyebrow. “Mate, they mate. So, Akuji, my date, want to mate?” She giggles.

      I lift her as she laughs, letting her wrap her legs around me as I turn and lay us down on a soft section of grass. Looking down at her with a toothy grin of my own, I blanket her body, placing my arms on either side of her as she clings to me.

      Reaching down, I brush her wild red hair away until it lies behind her like a halo. “I don’t know how I got so lucky to have you as a mate, but I thank the stars every day for bringing you to me,” I vow as I lean down and brush my lips across every inch of her soft, pale face before stopping at her lips. “For giving me my heart and a reason to live, to laugh, to smile. You make it all possible, little human. You make this monster realise there can be light in the dark, beauty in the shadows, and love in differentness. I promise I will always protect you, always make you smile, and always shelter you and offer you every inch of me.” I don’t know where the words come from, but I can’t stop them as I kiss her lips softly. “I will love every inch of you inside and out, our differences and our similarities alike, no matter what happens, Aria.” I lift my head and search her wide eyes. “I know that it will all be okay as long as you are by my side.”

      “Akuji,” she whispers, but I don’t need her words. I want to show her.

      Here in our oasis, I want to show her how much she means to me.

      I want to beg her to stay, to be mine, and show her what she will be getting if she does.

      I cannot offer her the sun nor the riches the humans can, but I can offer her every unguarded inch of myself, from my scarred muscles and blades to my heart that beats only for her.

      The humans might not have realised the incredible person they had in their midst, but I do, and I will love her until the world stops turning. I drag my lips softly down her chin and across her neck, leaving promising kisses as she pants. Her hands slide up my back to my horns, but I don’t let her rush me. I plan on taking my time and teasing every single inch of my mate, committing it to memory with the feel of her under me while we are surrounded by the beauty of my world.

      “Akuji,” she whispers breathlessly, her eyes closing as her head tilts back. It’s just my name, mine, and I growl against her skin, fighting my urge to bend her over and bury myself in her over and over until she vows to never leave me.

      I won’t take her choice away from her though, not like the humans have. My Aria is a warrior, a free spirit, and she doesn’t deserve chains. She deserves a partner, an equal, and a choice. I will give her that, even if it kills me, but tonight she is with me and that’s what I focus on, drinking in the little noises she makes for me and me alone.

      “Please,” she begs.

      “Never beg for anything, warrior,” I snap, nipping her skin in punishment. “You shall have everything you want.” I slide my lips down and nudge her shirt out of the way, careful not to rip it. She doesn’t like it when I do that.

      Her incredible breasts tumble free, and I can’t contain my growl as I wrap my lips around one of her stiffening peaks and suck. She bucks beneath me, and a breathy moan leaves her lips.

      I swallow my name down as I lick and suck before turning my head to give her other nipple the same treatment. Panting, she rolls her hips against mine, trying to force me lower, but I ignore it and slowly build her desire higher with little nips on her sensitive nipples. She cries out, her back arching to push them deeper into my mouth. Nipping the skin of her breast, I slide down lower, purposely giving every inch of her skin a soft kiss. My actions are so different than the feral desire that’s pounding through me, but when her eyes open and meet mine, I know it’s worth the effort to hold back my beast side.

      I will show her how much she means to me, how I will always treasure her and take care of her.

      Kissing just above the line of her jeans, I let my voice escape, unable to tame the gravelly quality of it. The musk of her arousal wraps around me, driving me wild, and I know my mate needs me.

      “You are perfect, Aria. I have never seen someone as beautiful, strong, and loyal as you.” I kiss her again, needing her to understand. “Mine.”

      “Akuji, if you don’t fuck me…”

      I chuckle before sitting back, and then I pull her jeans off, sliding my hands up her toned legs as I go before following the same path with my tongue and lips. I touch and taste every inch of skin that makes her moan and laugh until she’s wiggling in the grass below me. Her thighs are parted, exposing her glistening pussy to me. For a moment I just stare, speechless, and then an appreciative purr fills my chest. “So pretty,” I rumble, reaching out to pet her, feeling her quake from that simple touch.

      I love how responsive my little mate is. I love the sight of her tight little pink cunt, so ripe for eating. I would die a happy man between her thighs, with her cream dripping down my throat for nourishment and those strong thighs trapping me there. As I watch her hole clench, the scent of her arousal fills the air.

      Mine.

      Stroking my hands across her thighs, I slide them under her and lift the bottom half of her body to my mouth. I kiss her glistening pussy, coating my lips in her cream as she groans. Aria reaches down to grip my horns, and it’s so fucking sexy, I can’t help but thrust into the air.

      “Please,” she begs. Growling, I seal my lips around her little nub and suck. She screams, and birds fly away in fear. “Fuck! Fuck!” she yells as I attack her pussy, trying to remember to be sweet and slow, but after one taste of her sweet cream, I’m wild.

      My forked tongue drives inside her to get more of that nectar, thrusting in and out of her, and my fangs drag across her clit. There is no sense to my attack, but she rolls her hips and fucks my face as I take her. Snarling, I drop her to the ground and force my body between her thighs. I breathe through the madness to try and control myself as I lick across her skin.

      Slower. Softer.

      Lying between her legs, I taste her defeat, submission, and love. I grind my member into the ground, unable to help myself. I am too wild with desire for her.

      “You taste so good, mate,” I snarl. “I can’t help myself.” The words are random as I slam my tongue back into her and curl it until she cries out. I can hear her heart racing and feel the tremble in her limbs, telling me she’s close. “Come for me. I want to taste it, I want to see it. Please, Aria, let me feel you come on my tongue.”

      Whimpering, she throws her head back as I thrust my tongue back inside of her while rubbing her clit with my finger, watching as her hole contracts around my tongue. She suddenly stiffens, and her body seizes up as she cries out. Her release flows through her, and her tight channel grips my tongue. The feel and sight of this magnificent creature coming apart for me is too much.

      With my own muffled roar, I slam my length into the ground, the pain and pleasure washing through me as my own release covers the ground. Pulling my tongue free, I lick her pussy as she slumps, watching her soft, lazy smile as she blinks her eyes open and, with a loving expression, holds out her arms to me.

      Purring, I swipe one last lick across her pussy before dragging myself up her body to kiss her. I purr when she whimpers at the taste of her own release on my tongue. When I pull back, I brush her sweaty hair from her face and pepper kisses across it. “So beautiful, little mate, so perfect. I love the way you trust me. You are absolutely incredible when you come, like the stars themselves have been trapped inside your body and are exploding out. You shine so fucking bright.”

      “Jesus, Red,” she murmurs, even as she wraps her legs around me. “Are you trying to kill me?”

      “No, I’m trying to love you, if you’ll let me,” I admit honestly.

      Her eyes widen, but before fear can penetrate those emerald depths, I kiss her again, chasing away her denials until she’s moaning against me. When I pull away, lust fills her eyes again. “I need to feel you inside me.”

      I love how my mate always tells me what she wants with either her words or her body. I kiss her again and sit back, hoisting her thighs higher as I pull off my covering and drag my throbbing, hard cock across her pretty pussy. “Then that’s what you’ll get, mate, but keep those beautiful eyes on me and watch as I take you, as I make love to you and show you what being my mate means.” Without waiting for her response, I press against her hole and slowly inch inside.

      There are no brutal thrusts or takings. This isn’t mating.

      This is love.

      Leaning down, I swallow her moan as I flex my hips, filling her another few inches. Her hands scratch at my back, urging me on, but I take my time, and when I’m finally buried inside of her, I still until she wordlessly begs me to move. Then and only then do I slowly pull out and thrust back in.

      She swallows my groan of pleasure.

      The feel of her tight, wet heat wrapping around my length is almost too much to bear. It’s like being in heaven. There are not enough words to do justice to how my mate feels around me, but I try. I praise her as I kiss every inch of her I can reach. I set the pace, and she keeps up, both of us moving in a soft, loving rhythm. Our bodies are in sync as we kiss and explore. Nothing is hurried or rushed, just sliding hands, stolen kisses and looks, and the feel of us locked together as one.

      “I’ve never felt like this, Aria, only for you. I can only be soft, sweet for you,” I admit, my voice ragged with desire and love. I need her to understand the depths of my love for this little human, who has slowly changed my entire world for the better. “I would do anything for you, be anything for you.” She sighs softly, kissing me as I press my forehead to hers, filling her as she tightens her thighs on my waist. “Just to see you smile. I spend every waking moment thinking of things to show you, to explore with you, and my sleeping ones are spent dreaming of our future.” Her eyes widen slightly, so I kiss away her hesitation. I won’t temper my need for her to ease her fears.

      “I’m all in,” I tell her. “I always have been, but I can wait for you to catch up. I will wait forever for you until you’re ready, Aria, if that’s what it takes, but for now?” I kiss her again. “Here, under the stars in our oasis, you are wholly mine and I am wholly yours.”

      “Akuji,” she whispers, her tone infused with confusion and love—a love she won’t even admit to herself yet, but I see it, even if she doesn’t. That’s okay, though, because I’m not lying—I can wait for however long it takes. I only want her happiness.

      Sliding my hands up her arms, I lift them over her head and twine our fingers together, pressing her hands to the flowers above her head. I watch her body stretch out below me and twist with her desire. Her chest and cheeks are flushed, and her lips are open on a moan.

      She is all mine.

      I feel like a beast just for touching her, afraid I might hurt her, but I should never worry with her because Aria is strong. She wraps her legs around my waist and urges me to move. Her eyes flash with impatience, making me smile at how incredible my mate is.

      Leaning down, I kiss her slowly, letting her taste everything I need her to understand but am unable to put into words. I’m not eloquent or filled with poetry like Cato or her humans. My words are much simpler, even if the feelings behind them aren’t, but I shouldn’t doubt Aria because she knows, sighing into my lips. I vow under the stars, with her body spread trustingly below mine, that I will show her every night and day just how much she means to me. I will ensure she never doubts my love or how strong, beautiful, and smart she is.

      Her heart slams in her chest, matching the fast pace of my own as we slowly build each other’s desire. Suddenly, there’s a hitch in her breath and her pussy tightens around me, and I know she’s close again. Tilting her up, I make sure my low, rolling thrusts grind my abdomen into her clit until she’s moaning and biting my lip as both of us fight for this to last.

      She groans. “Akuji, I’m close.”

      “I know, mate. Let go, I’ll catch you,” I whisper raggedly.

      Groaning, I fight back my release, wanting her to get there first.

      “Same time. I want to feel you come as I do,” I tell her as I kiss her, and when she locks up beneath me and her eyes slide closed, I let go. I slam into her harder and faster until she cries out her release, and the milking of her core drags my own from my body. Pressing my forehead to hers, I force my eyes to stay open so I can watch the emotions play out over her face as my release rips through me, filling her as she experiences her own.

      When the tide between us ebbs, her eyes open, and a brilliant smile curls up her lips when she finds me watching her. “I love you, Aria, my mate,” I murmur softly, unwilling to hide it, and then I kiss her, not wanting to see her hesitation.

      We stay like that, watching each other, before I get to my feet. I groan at the loss of her heat, but I have to take care of her. I gather some rainwater for her to drink and then I help her dress.

      We walk to the edge of the building. My hand is clasped tightly around hers as if that can keep her with me by the force of my will alone, and then she turns to me, her eyes alight from the stars above as her pink lips curl up into a secretive smile, and the whole world shifts.

      All my life, I have been called nothing but a monster, but in her eyes that rival the stars, I am just a man who loves her with a desperation so thick, it borders on obsession.

      Who loves her enough to let her go, if that’s what will make her happy, even if it will break his once dead heart. After all, it only belongs to her, so it makes sense she would take it with her when she leaves.

      “Come on, let’s get you back to eat.” Lifting her hand, I kiss each and every knuckle, tracing my lips over the soft skin there to keep her with me forever. Holding her hand tight, I pull her against me and lift her into my arms, kissing her head once before I slowly walk back downstairs and into reality. I want to prolong this for as long as I can, because each passing second, each rapidly dwindling minute, is only leading us closer and closer to the moment she will leave and ruin me forever.

      At the bottom, I let her slide down my body to her feet, knowing she needs her independence and never wanting to stifle her. We just step out of the building when I smell them—humans.

      Snarling, I pull her behind me and crouch, but one of my fastest warriors leaps down before me, panting and clearly worried. He looks from me to Aria and nods in respect. “Where?” I demand.

      “Reigner—”

      “The humans,” I hiss.

      He nods again, appearing ashamed. “They slipped through an underground tunnel we had no idea about. It led straight to the lab.”

      “Talia!” Aria gasps, pushing past me to head to her friend’s defence, but I halt her when I see the look in my warrior’s eyes.

      “Akuji, let me go!” She fights my hold as I meet his gaze.

      “Casualties?” I demand.

      “Only one.” He glances at Aria sadly. “The other human, Talia, is gone, and Cato is gravely wounded.”

      Dropping my head back, I roar in fury, letting those rats hear it as they scurry away from my city.

      Run, little humans, but it won’t save you from me.
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      ARIA

      I can’t even ask questions, because I’m thrown over Akuji’s shoulder before he races through the city, but the entire thing is a blur, my worry making it hard to swallow. Talia…is she okay? That’s what I need to know. We arrive at the lab moments later, and despite Akuji’s insistence for me to stay behind, I follow him down, wincing at the roaring coming from within. We find Cato strapped down to a table, fighting the hold of his own people. He’s bigger, darker, and crazed.

      His roars are filled with such fury and agony, it makes my heart ache.

      “No,” Akuji whispers and pushes me behind him quickly.

      “Akuji,” I demand, but he turns to me and cups my chin.

      “Not this, do not push me on this, Aria. He is in the haze. He would kill you and then I would have to kill him. Please, go back upstairs and wait with my warriors. I’m begging you.” The desperation in his voice is enough to have me kissing him and hurrying back upstairs. I wait at the top with a wall of warriors behind me, who are nervously watching me and the stairs.

      The haze.

      Cato values intelligence and reason over everything, so for him to give into the haze?

      Fear blooms within me. What happened to Talia to cause this? I hear Akuji talking, followed by roared responses, so all I can do is wait, even when I want to march down there and demand answers. I don’t, though, because I trust him.

      When he comes back up, stone-faced, I know.

      “She’s gone?” I demand, not wanting him to coddle me or tell me it’s okay, but I should know better. He treats me like a warrior, an equal.

      “The tunnel was sealed. They opened a one-way door in and out of the city, then blocked it behind them. They came upon Cato and Talia while they were still working. Twenty humans surrounded them, and they knew what to do. They shot Cato first, and it should have been a killing blow, but he refused to die. He killed ten of them before being weakened by the slug. They took her into the tunnels, and she managed to fight some, but it was not enough. When he awoke, they were gone, and he went into the haze.”

      “Why?” I whisper, angry at myself for being lost in him when my friend was being attacked and kidnapped. Searching his gaze, I beg for answers, for help.

      “Isn’t it obvious, my little human? She’s his mate, not that he ever told her, and now she’s gone. My tracker confirmed she is back over the wall, where he cannot reach her.”

      “If they hurt her…” I shake my head. “They want the research. Did they get it?”

      “Yes, and her,” he confirms.

      “Fuck!” I scream, tugging at my hair. “If they don’t need her anymore, they will kill her for betraying them. We have to stop them, Akuji. We have to! She’s in danger. She’s not a fighter like us. She’s smart, really fucking smart, but they are cruel and cunning. We can’t leave her with those monsters.”

      “I thought we were the monsters,” he says seriously as I stop and stare at him.

      “No, they are the monsters. You? Us? Your people here? They are just that—people. I’m going to get her back.” I push past him and storm down the stairs before he can stop me. He growls, chases me down, and pulls me into his arms, but I slip free and approach a roaring Cato. His back arches from the table, pulling nearly seven warriors with him, and my esteem for the tribe leader’s strength goes up.

      There, on his chest above his heart, is a raw, red wound. It’s fatal, not that he seems to notice. Swallowing, I approach him, ignoring everyone else. His eyes flicker to me, glowing bright red. It’s different than when Akuji is turned on. This is darker, and there is nothing but madness in his eyes.

      The haze.

      “I’m going to get her back.”

      He stills when I speak, his heaving chest dripping with blood.

      “Mate,” Akuji snarls, so I hold up my hand.

      “I know you’re in there, Cato, and that you can hear me. I’m going to get Talia back. I’m going to get your mate back, no matter what it takes. But you need to fight the haze, I know you can. Use your logic. You need to heal and be strong so you can protect her when I save her. Listen to me now, Cato. Your mate needs you.”

      The red in his eyes starts to disappear, and after several long, tense minutes, they are just black again and focused on me. “You will get her back to me?”

      “I vow it,” I say seriously. “But I need your help.” I look at Akuji. “All of your help.”

      “You have it,” Akuji replies instantly. “You have all of us, all of me, little human. You won’t do this alone.” Stepping forward, he takes my hand. “Let us get your Talia back.”

      Convincing them is the easy part. As I look back at Cato, I know the plan forming in my head will be the hard part.

      But I’m a finder—that’s what I do.

      They should have never fucked with my family. Now I plan to use the skills I learned to survive in their world against them.

      I will fight alongside the monsters they both created and fear.
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      ARIA

      Before I can rush off on a half-cocked plan, a meeting is held between the tribes. This one is tenser and busier than the last one. Samael doesn’t come, something about issues with his people, but Cato’s and Akuji’s do—all of them. They take us to a rooftop where everyone can fit. Cato leans heavily against the edge, holding his bandaged chest, but at least he’s not in the haze anymore, although I do see flickers of red every now and again.

      He’s as anxious as me to get Talia back, if not more so, and this is only taking time, but Akuji says I must present the plan and that their people must agree. It’s their way, so I will do it. They have accepted me so far, but proposing to chase a human over the wall?

      They will think I’m mad, that I’m betraying them or trying to hurt them. I have to try, though, because either way, I’m getting to Talia with or without their support. I know how much this means to Akuji, however, so I bide my time and bite my tongue until I taste blood to stop my anxiety.

      Akuji sniffs, and his eyes widen before he turns to me, his fangs growing bigger as he advances on me. He towers over me, blocking everyone’s view. Reaching down, he tips my chin up and carefully forces my mouth open with his fingers. I gasp when he licks my lips before kissing me, tasting my blood with a growl. When he pulls back, his chest rises rapidly and his eyes are completely black as he watches me hungrily, despite everyone waiting for us.

      As he licks my blood from his lips, he must see my anxiety because he smiles softly down at me. “Just show them what I see in you every day, little human. Show them your loyalty and fearlessness, and they will follow you anywhere, just like me.”

      Stepping back, he smiles encouragingly. “You’ve got this, mate.” He turns to face everyone and clears his throat in a deep growl. “Tribes, we are gathered here today for an emergency. Humans entered our city. They came over the wall and took one of us.”

      There’s a chorus of growls and shouts.

      “They have taken Talia, mate to Cato.”

      “A human?” someone asks in confusion.

      “A human, one of us,” Akuji snarls, shutting that down. “She was happy here. She was staying here to protect our people in her own way. She is one of us, and she has been taken. We cannot let that stand. My mate has a plan to get her bac—”

      “One human, and there is all this fuss?” someone snaps. “But when it’s our people who are missing, there is nothing?”

      “Nothing?” Roroak counters. “How many of our warriors have died going over the wall to try and retrieve children, lovers, and family? We are not giving the human special treatment, we are treating her like she is one of us because she is. Just like our Aria, our reigner’s mate, our queen. She fights for us, she stands with us, and now she is asking for our help, as is Cato, another reigner. They have given so much for us—their lives, battles, and stations—yet they ask for one thing now. Are we going to turn our backs on them? The human is mated to one of us, one of us who has given his entire existence for our happiness. I say let’s give him back his own happiness. Let us sacrifice for him for once.”

      “That’s the most I’ve ever heard him speak,” someone murmurs, making chuckles spread across the crowd.

      Huffing, he looks at me. “Aria.” He bows, showing his respect. Some of his people recoil in shock, but I stare in gratitude. “Please tell us your plan and know you have my vow to stand at your side.”

      Stepping up, I tilt my chin back and smile at him. “Thank you, Roroak,” I say softly before looking over the gathered faces. “I understand your anger, your pain.”

      “Sure,” someone scoffs, but I ignore it.

      “Humans have done nothing but hurt you, so why would you ever help us?” Some share looks, but I surge forward. “I’m not asking as a human, I’m asking as a friend. I’m asking as someone who cares for your reigner, who loves your city as much as you and detests them and what they did to you. As someone…as someone who was hurt by the humans too.”

      Akuji steps up behind me and places his hand on my shoulder to show his support, and it works. It gives me the confidence to keep speaking, to lay myself bare. If that’s what it takes to earn their trust, their help, then I will give it to them.

      I will cut myself open and expose all the ugly parts so they can see that my pain matches their own.

      “I was nothing to them, a nuisance, something they never wanted and hated. I was poor. I grew up cold, hungry, and alone. I had no family, no shelter. I was forgotten and left to survive for myself on ruined streets just beyond these walls. I was so close, I could reach out and touch the scarred cement. I was used by them and hurt by them. I went to bed scared to sleep in case they came for me in the dark. I did whatever it took to survive. I changed myself, hardened myself. I never let anyone close. My body still bears the scars of their mistreatment. I will never know the true horror and agony your people have suffered, nor will I be able to change what my people did to you, but you are not alone. The humans out there? They aren’t all bad, most are like me, like us, just trying to survive. Maybe that’s why I was always drawn back here, because pain calls to pain. You were hurt, forgotten, and abused by the humans, and so was I. We are more alike than you think.”

      I look up at Akuji then. “I found safety over the wall. I found beauty and happiness here. I saw the love and brilliance of your people, and it felt like home. I felt…safe here, with what they call monsters.” Swallowing, I look at Cato. “I know Talia felt the same way. She is one of us, and she was willing to risk everything she had worked so hard for, including her own life, to protect your people so you could never be hurt by the humans again. But she isn’t a warrior like you, and they will hurt her the same way they hurt you. I can’t let that happen. She is… She’s my friend. The only one I have.”

      “Not the only one.” Sunny steps forward.

      “You have us,” Roroak declares.

      Tears fill my eyes as I smile. “Thank you,” I tell them, bowing in reverence. “I-I’m asking for your help. I understand if you cannot offer it. I understand you have been burned by the humans and that this isn’t your fight, but I’m asking nonetheless because I cannot do this alone. I’m willing to risk my life for her, for my friend, but I won’t ask you to do the same. I’m asking you, though, to risk it for your people and your future. Without Talia, the humans will come back, and they will take what they want from you. Our future hangs in the balance, and you cannot stay hidden forever. It is time the humans remember what they created, who they created. It’s time we showed them the true power of the monster.”

      A chorus of roars goes up, and I look up at Akuji. “Is that good?” I ask.

      He grips my chin, tilting my head further back until it borders on painful. “It’s very good, mate,” he rumbles. “You are one of us, you are mine,” he says in deference to my words before he kisses me hard, decimating me before his people.

      He claims every inch of my soul and heart until I know it’s true.

      I’ve been trying to fight it, but I can’t anymore… Mate.

      Is this what this is?

      This feeling? I always look to him, lean into him, and worry for him. I crave his touches, laughter, and smiles. I would do anything to stay at his side and make him happy. I’ve never felt love before, but if this is anything other than that, I don’t want it. I want this. I want him.

      I want to be his mate.

      When he pulls back, the love in his eyes matches mine.

      “We are with you!” someone calls.

      “What’s the plan?”

      Akuji’s hand slides down my throat as I look back at his people. “How do you feel about being a distraction and causing chaos?” I ask them.

      “That we can do!” Someone laughs, making me grin.

      “Good!” I explain what I need then, and when they are all sure about their roles, they hurry off.

      I look at Cato and grin. “Let’s get our Talia back.”
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      Akuji isn’t happy with my plan, but he has no choice and he trusts me. He and Cato follow me as we hurry through the streets. Sunrise is in a few hours, and I need to do this before then so the other tribe members can be the distraction I need. Chaos is the aim of the game. We are going to stretch them so thin they won’t notice the one thing that’s out of place—me.

      As we wait for everyone to get into position, Akuji turns to me. “Are you sure about this? Going through the wall—”

      “We have no choice,” I tell him, sensing his fears. I understand them, but we really don’t have any other options. Cato slips away for a moment to give us some privacy, and I smile gratefully at him as Akuji pulls me closer before framing my face as his eyes search mine.

      “You won’t walk away from this,” he murmurs.

      “If I did, I wouldn’t be the woman you love,” I reply seriously. “She is my friend, Red. I have to go save her.”

      “Then we are coming with you,” he rumbles.

      Smiling sadly, I cup his hands. “No, you both need to wait here. When I’m close, you can help get us back through.”

      “Never,” he snarls as his hand darts down, grabs my neck, and hauls me up into the air until I’m level with his face. His fangs snap at me from inches away. “You are not going over there alone. Where you go, I go.”

      “Akuji.” I sigh, wrapping my legs around him instead of leaving them dangling. His eyes narrow, flashing with heat, but he concentrates on our fight rather than the distraction. “You can’t come. They will spot you immediately and either kill you or take us where they have taken Talia. You would be a prisoner again, and I won’t allow that—”

      “Where you go, I go. Always. I’m not leaving you. We will make this work.” His voice is final, and I struggle in his arms until he sets me down. Sighing, I drag my hand through my hair as I pace before him. Both he and Cato watch me curiously.

      “You’re a big, red idiot,” I mutter. “The humans won’t attack me, but you? Fuck, you’re massive, I can’t hide you. You’ll stick out like a sore thumb. Will you just trust me and stay—”

      “This is not about trust,” he snaps. “It’s about the fact that I cannot let my mate, the woman I love, walk into danger without being at her side. I would never stop you from being a warrior and fighting for what you believe in, but I sure as fuck won’t let you do it alone.”

      That causes me to deflate because it’s really sweet, and what can I say? I eye him and Cato. “But how the hell do we hide you? My whole plan relies on being unseen.”

      “We will figure it out, little mate.” He pulls me into his arms, but I don’t miss his triumphant grin. “As long as we are together.”

      “Yeah, being cute isn’t going to help you,” I mutter, smacking his chest as I pull away. I prop my hands on my hips as I eye him.

      “Yeah, this will be fun.” Just then, I hear the first signal.

      Great.
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      Cato, Akuji, and I stand ready at the old door. It had been blocked from their side, but once I realised we wouldn’t fit through my usual entrance and exit with my new monsters in tow, Akuji led us here, and with panty dampening strength, he ripped away the barricade and showed me the entrance.

      Now we are waiting for the noise, for the distraction, to cover our entrance into the city. We are going to cause so much chaos, they hopefully won’t notice us slipping through the slums. I can cover them as best as I can, since most people in the slums have made it a habit of never looking too closely at anyone in case it gets them killed, but if there are soldiers or outsiders, we’re fucked.

      Go team monster.

      Waiting anxiously, I hear another signal go up, followed by a second, until it’s our turn. Putting my fingers into my mouth, I let out a short sharp whistle, which is the signal to go. The roars instantly start, as does the thunder of running monsters. The sound of slashing horns and fighting only gets louder and louder, and then I hear the humans beyond the wall screaming. Hearing noise beyond the wall is terrifying but usually not frequent. Not tonight though. Tonight, we’ll light up the sky with the truth of what and who they are.

      Once it’s loud enough, I duck through the door, kicking open the cardboard covering on the other side before looking around. We are behind some shacks, which are clearly abandoned, so I scurry inside, grab what I can, and move back to the door. Ducking through the wall, I throw the tattered, stinky blankets at them and cover them both as much as I can, ensuring no slivers of red skin are visible. Their horns make them stick out, but there isn’t much I can do about that.

      “Cover your face and hunch, stay silent and don’t move too fast, and for fuck’s sake, don’t kill anyone or hit them with your tails,” I order. Akuji grunts as Cato agrees, and then they move through the door and shut it behind them. I freeze, barely breathing. Part of me thinks a siren will go up and soldiers will flood the area, but nothing happens, so I relax.

      Who knew it would be this easy to sneak monsters through the wall?

      Now it’s time for the hard part—finding Talia. Keeping low, I slide through back alleys and across walkways that I know are never busy. The sound of the monsters behind the wall only continues to grow, so I know people have hurried inside to huddle in terror. Their nightmares are coming true.

      We hurry as fast as we can, but when Akuji grunts, I look back at him. “What?” I ask, thinking something is wrong.

      “Your world is so…dull. I expected people who are able to experience both sunshine and the brilliance of night to appreciate beauty, to live better. This place…” He shakes his head, and I follow his gaze. “It’s like they don’t care for the beauty they have right before them or the abilities they hold. They don’t care about the world they possess.”

      He’s right. I look around at the ruined buildings, noting the rubbish scattered around and the scorched, dead ground. For people who live in sunlight, we sure do have a way of making everything dark.

      “Humans are fickle creatures,” I murmur. “We take and take until everything is ruined and nothing is left to take because we believe it is our right. Because we believe it will never be our issue to fix. We are greedy,” I tell him, and he nods.

      “Not you,” he states when his eyes come back to mine. “Not my wonderful mate. I see the way you experience this world, its people, and its beauty. You aren’t like them.”

      It’s another thing he’s right about, but I duck my head to hide my smile and carry on, needing to find answers before the sun rises or the monsters stop, whichever comes first.

      I don’t really have a clue where to look for Talia, but I know someone who will—Grime. I hurry through the darkened streets, luckily not running into anyone. Everyone is hiding from the horrific roars coming from every angle of the wall. It gives us the opportunity we need, but when we reach the shack, I give Akuji and Cato a pointed look and hide them under a broken streetlight by the side of the structure. If one were looking closely, they would see two hulking figures, but otherwise, they are just dark objects no one would peer at too closely.

      “Don’t move, I won’t be long,” I order them, giving them my most serious expression before I turn away.

      I hear Akuji’s low, growling voice. “She’s very sexy when she’s ordering me around.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I snap as I rip open the door and let myself inside.

      Grime is sitting in his usual spot with a drink before him and money spread across the table, which he is counting. He blinks in shock when he sees me. “Speechless for once, I see,” I tease as I shut the door behind me. “What? Not happy to see I’m alive?”

      “You failed your mission, so it didn’t matter if you were dead or not, but I’m glad to see you’re not dead and we all have what we want. You won’t be getting your cut though, you understand?”

      “Cut?” I act dumb, tilting my head.

      “The girl, they got her back through the walls themselves, well, with some help from me—”

      “What?” I snap.

      He gets to his feet and stares me down, but I’m used to dealing with monsters now, so I just glare back. “You really thought I wouldn’t follow you? That I wouldn’t protect my back and what you knew? The entrance was far too precious to leave in a young girl’s hands. No, I knew it, and I allowed them through the wall. Whatever they did after that, I don’t care other than the fact that they came back with the cargo and paid me.”

      “You saw her? The cargo?” I demand, ignoring the detail that he followed me. I was an idiot to think I had this all in hand, assuming I was the only one. I’ve put everyone at risk, including Akuji and his people. Thoughts of them, of the friends I’ve made there, flash through my head, but that’s something to deal with after. Right now, I have to focus on saving Talia, because if the humans have her, she’s in imminent danger. I know the lengths of their madness and cruelty, and it won’t just stop with the monsters.

      “Aye, she was dragged back to their HQ.” He shrugs, giving me information without realising it.

      “The research tower?” I murmur with a frown, wondering why they took her there, but he just grunts.

      “But you’re back now. Want another job?” He grins. I turn to leave, having received what I wanted, but he catches my arm when the door is half open. “Don’t ignore me, girl. I own you.”

      Before I realise it, I turn, cock my arm back, and sink my fist into his ugly face. He stumbles back with a howl, and I slam my booted foot into his cock, sending him to his knees as he roars. “I belong to no one,” I hiss right in his face as I hit him again, knocking him to his back.

      “I’ll kill you for this! I’ll let them do everything they wanted to—”

      A shadow falls over me, and I know without looking who it is—Akuji. Snarling, he throws back his hood, and Grime pales before me.

      “Monster! Monster!” he begins to scream, so I grind my boot into his cock.

      “Don’t be rude,” I snap as I look up. Akuji checks me over, gently takes my arm, and turns it to see the red mark, then his eyes bleed red and he moves. He grabs Grime and rips out his still hollering throat, spraying blood everywhere. Then, with a clawed fist, Akuji rips out his heart and tears his hands off before staring at me with his fangs bared.

      “Mate,” he hisses.

      “That’s right, mate,” I murmur softly, approaching him. I know he’s fighting the haze, but he would never hurt me. Uncaring about the blood, I run my hands across his chest and face. “I’m okay. You protected me, Akuji. I’m okay, I’m right here. Come back to me. I need you.”

      Snarling, he shakes his head as his tail wraps around me possessively.

      “Shh,” I murmur to settle his constant growl. Eventually, I see his eyes bleed back to black, and I relax for just a breath before there’s another roar. I spin to see soldiers outside the door with Cato on the ground, jerking under an electric net.

      Fuck!

      Akuji’s tail yanks me behind him as his eyes flash red, his bloodied claws held out on either side of him. “Mine!” he roars at the humans.

      They hesitate but soon flood the shack, and I know we are in trouble.

      I can’t let them kill him. I slip past him with my arms spread. “Do not hurt him!” I yell, but I’m grabbed and hauled forward by two soldiers. Akuji sees it and goes mad, ripping through their masses. Despite how many he kills to get to me, more replace them. I fight them too, and I manage to get free from their grasp and take two down, but two more grab me.

      “Akuji!” I scream. “Run!”

      “Mine!” he roars, and I hear the shot too late.

      Eyes wide, I watch as the projectile soars through the air, discharged from a gun behind me. It hits him, my monster, square in the chest above his heart and sends him spiralling through the air before he lands on the ground. He doesn’t move, and blood pools on his chest.

      “No!” I scream raggedly. In a blink, I free myself once more and throw myself across his chest, gripping his head. “Wake up! Wake up, Akuji! Wake up!” I scream, fighting as they try to drag me away. My nails grip onto his skin, and my eyes blur with tears when he doesn’t move.

      “Red!”

      He doesn’t react to my voice.

      “Akuji!”

      I’m hauled over a shoulder, and then something hits me and I fade into the blackness, screaming and fighting to get to my mate.

      My last vision of him is his large frame lying in a pool of his own blood with his face turned to me, cold and empty.
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      When I wake, my head is sore and my entire body aches. I try to lift my hands to feel my skull, but they are heavy and won’t move. My eyes roll behind my lids as I try to fight off the remaining darkness, and my heart is hurting so much, it’s hard to breathe, but I don’t know why.

      I was at Grime’s shack—

      Akuji!

      I slam my eyes open and freeze, because sitting opposite me is Talia. She’s in clean, fresh clothes—a white shirt with a scoop neck. Her hair is brushed and tied back, and her glasses are perched on her nose. She has no bruises, no marks, nothing. She looks…healthy.

      Her hands are clasped tightly before her on the table, the only sign of her nerves. I glance from them to her face, searching her for signs of something, anything. I ignore my aching heart and head and try to focus. I need to figure out what is happening. I notice my wrists are chained to a metal table we are sitting at, and we are in a room that is a bright, unnatural white with brick walls.

      “You’re not chained,” I comment, unsure if I was wrong about her. Is she in on this? Was this an elaborate plan and I was dumb enough to fall for her friendly act?

      Then I remember her fear, her friendship, and her horror at what we found and realise no, she can’t be in on this. She’s not like them.

      She winces and looks over my shoulder.

      “I told her if she tried anything, I would hurt you. Talia is smart enough to know her odds, unlike you. No, our scientist here is smarter than that.” The deep male voice is behind me, and I harden myself against the urge to spin around. Instead, I keep my eyes on her, wondering what is happening. Is she a prisoner? I thought she couldn’t do this, but…

      She didn’t help them, did she?

      She didn’t betray us and lead us here, right?

      No, I know her better than that. She might be a scientist, valuing intellect and knowledge, but she agreed that what they did was wrong. I saw her revulsion and pain when she discovered it. She’s not like them, no matter what they think. They underestimated her.

      Everyone does.

      “I’m so sorry, Aria,” she whispers, reaching for me. Worry glimmers in her eyes, worry that I will reject her. I close my eyes and try to fight through the pain in my chest. My body sways in the chair as if I’m about to fall or give in. I need to know if he’s dead, but I can’t bring myself to ask. I’m too scared of the answer.

      A man circles Talia and stands against the wall behind her, watching me. He’s in a white lab coat, his eyes are dark, and his dark hair is brushed neatly back from his face. He is clearly rich and good-looking, but he does nothing for me, despite my outward recognition of his beauty. I miss the sharp edges of my monster.

      My heart pulses, and I have to swallow it down to focus on his words.

      “We knew you would come for her. I’m surprised about the other monster, but we knew her mate would follow her. It’s exactly what we wanted.”

      My mind whirrs as I try to keep up past the ache in my head. “A trap,” I murmur, and he nods in excitement as I share a grim look with Talia.

      They planned all of this. They want the monsters here because it’s too hard to capture them. They want them, but why?

      “Is Akuji okay?” I finally ask, and time seems to stop as I worry about their answer. I tell myself they need him alive, so they wouldn’t kill him, right?

      He was feral, though, and consumed by the haze, killing everyone to get to me.

      What if they thought he was too much of a risk?

      “Is that the monster we found you with?” he asks, almost sounding interested.

      “Yes,” I snap. “Where is he?”

      “Would you like to see?” he inquires instead. I incline my head, and then there’s a sound as my hands are unshackled from the table, but my wrists are still chained together. I test them, realising I can use them as a weapon if need be. “I’ll take you to him.” He moves to a door behind me.

      I struggle to my feet, gritting my teeth against the pain and weakness in my body. When I look back at Talia, I see something in her eyes. She’s trying to tell me something, but I don’t know what. She doesn’t move, however, and I smile at her, trying to assure her it will be okay.

      I turn my head and look at the man at the door, who’s watching us with interest. Without a word, he opens the door and steps through, and I follow him, leaving Talia behind as she stares holes into my back.
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      I’m led through a maze of corridors, but at least they have windows. I realise we are high up, probably in the tower. We pass offices and labs with scientists inside. None of them look at us, not that they would help me anyway. I see jars in a few with red babies inside, and I turn away, bile rising in my throat.

      They are still experimenting. Did Talia really not know?

      At the end of the corridor is a set of sealed white doors with no windows. There is a red button to the side with a scanner and a camera in the corner. Two guards are posted on either side, and my heart races faster. I want to run past them, rip open the doors, and search for my monster. He has to be inside there.

      He can’t be dead, right? I would feel it.

      I would know.

      Not bothering to spare me a look, the scientist presses his hand against the pad and then the door buzzes and swings inwards. I nervously follow him inside, eyeing the guards and noting their weapons. I’m already trying to form an escape plan for us all. I wonder where Cato is, but I cannot think of much else past my worry for my mate.

      The word mate sounds right, and I’m too tired and worried to fight it. Instead, I keep my eyes wide open as the door slams shut behind me, and I gawk. Evil lairs should be dark and grungy, but this one is spotless, bright, and happy. Cameras are mounted in every corner, and the cells are still cells but with glass walls, giving the illusion of freedom, which almost makes them seem worse.

      The first few are empty, with a clean, white bed pushed to one side of the small rooms and a metal toilet in another corner—nothing else. The floors and walls are all a sparkling white, which relaxes me while also reminding me of a lab. It doesn’t escape my notice that these rooms, these cells, are better than half of the rooms our people live in.

      They are certainly better than everything in the slums.

      Ducking my head, I follow after him, staying on the yellow line painted down the middle like he does. I notice a red line runs just before the cells, leaving a gap between it and the glass. A warning line maybe?

      I stumble when we reach the next few cells, however, because they aren’t empty. Pressed against the glass to my left is a young monster nearly half Akuji’s size. His horns are not even fully formed, and his fangs are small, just peeking over his lip. His light red skin stands out against our white surroundings. His hands are curled against the glass, and his eyes widen at the sight of me before darting to a cell across from his. I follow his gaze to a female monster. She’s huge, and her eyes narrow on me as she stands taller as if to physically draw me away from the youngling.

      Her son?

      Or just a member of her tribe?

      I heard Akuji mention they sometimes managed to capture monsters, so how long have they been here? Do they belong to Akuji? I should stay silent and just observe, but I can’t. “I’m a friend.”

      “No humans are friends,” she snarls, banging her fists into the glass, but it doesn’t startle me. I ignore the scientist who watches our interaction and walk right up to the red line, very purposely step over it, and move close to the glass.

      “Foolish human,” she sneers, but then she freezes as she lifts her head and sniffs the air. Her eyes come back to me. “You are mated.”

      I don’t know what that means, but I can guess. “To Akuji, the reigner.” Her eyes widen, and I grin. “Didn’t expect that, did you? We were captured while coming to save Cato’s mate.” I slide my gaze to the scientist, who’s watching us closely, and then I lower my voice. “They have Akuji, they have my mate. I will get him free from here.”

      She considers me for a moment before a grin splits her face. “For some reason, I believe you, little human. You best get going now.”

      Nodding, I press my hand to the glass over hers. “Hold on,” I tell her before I turn away and walk past the scientist.

      He hurries to follow me. “Interesting,” he murmurs, but I ignore him as we reach the double doors at the end of the row of cells. Five more were occupied, this time with men.

      It makes me sick to my stomach.

      At the end of the row of cells, I turn back and meet the array of dark, hopeful eyes. “I’ll come back for you. I promise you on your reigner’s life.”

      That shocks them, but a chorus of growls and roars sound as I’m dragged through the next set of doors.

      A new purpose blooms in my chest.

      Beyond those doors is another world, this one more suited to the evil humans hide behind the chaos of the world. There are rows and rows of labs. I have to swallow back my vomit when I see monsters, both young and old, being dissected, their dead eyes open and unseeing. Tears fill my own as I grip my shackles, wanting to burn this place to the ground.

      “Dear god,” I whisper, watching as they carve open the chest of a young child without hesitation or emotion.

      “They are monsters, Aria. You would do well to remember that. They are not human, they are lesser beings that are no better than animals.”

      “We don’t do this to animals,” I spit, and he arches a brow at me.

      “Don’t we?” He turns away, pulling me along. The sick, vile acts taking place in the labs make my heart ache for another reason. I know we weren’t all good, but this is beyond my wildest imagination. If this is what they are doing when they have been cut off from the monsters for so long, then what did they do to them when they had full access?

      No wonder the monsters hate us so much.

      No wonder the haze was triggered and they killed so many.

      Right now, I understand it. If I could, I would turn on the humans myself. Death for death isn’t the answer, but right now, you bet it fucking is. They call them monsters, but the truth is, they are.

      They perverted nature and are trying to play god, and they don’t care who or what gets hurt in the process. Akuji was right—I don’t belong here amongst these…these criminals. I belong over the wall, in our nest, hunting and laughing with him.

      I belong with the monsters.

      Too bad it took seeing this to make me realise it. Let’s just hope I’m not too late to fix this so I can live where I always belonged—over the wall with them. The only person to ever care about me, protect me, and cherish me is Akuji, and his tribe are the only people to ever welcome and trust me.

      I owe my own species no loyalty, not anymore. They don’t care about me, but the monsters did. I owe them my loyalty, and I will prove it here. I will save them all, not just Talia, and I will let the world know how the war started so long ago. I will show everyone the greed of the humans they look up to.

      Past the rows of labs, which I know will haunt me for the rest of my life, there are sharp left and right hallways. We go right, and the walls fade to an unpainted grey concrete. This corridor feels narrower and darker.

      At the end is a true cell door made of shiny, brand-new metal with a small slat at the top. Once we reach it, the scientist looks into a camera above the door. “Open it,” he commands, and then there’s a moment of silence before a loud buzz sounds that makes me jump.

      My heart leaps into my throat as it swings open, and he steps aside with a mocking grin. “After you, Aria.”

      Giving him another look, I step into the darkened room beyond, the hair on the back of my neck rising. There’s no noise, just the stale air circulating around me. Once I stop in the blackness, I feel the scientist step in behind me, and then the door shuts. I whirl to confront him, but then there is a noise, so I spin around, staggering at what I see.

      My heart rejoices, even as it breaks further.

      There, beyond a partition that was removed to emit his roars, is my mate. He’s chained down to a table, his chest is a mess of healing wounds and blood, and his eyes are completely red. Scientists stand next to him with tables of equipment covered in blood. He spots me and goes crazy, arching from the table as he roars and scrapes his claws along the metal.

      “Calm him,” the man behind me orders, and with a grim smile, one of the scientists grabs a long metal stick and stabs it into Akuji’s wound. The resounding buzz and jerk of his body spurs me into action. I dash forward to help him.

      “Akuji!” I scream.
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AKUJI

      “Aria!” I try to shout, but in the haze, it just comes out as an agony-filled, possessive roar. She races forward, running to me, and my heart starts to pound, despite where we are and the pain I’m in. I cannot stop the joy that washes through me at seeing my mate again.

      When I had woken up alone and chained, I feared the worst, and it sent me into the haze. The fear I felt for my mate made me unstable, and I ripped open my own wound again and again as I tried to hunt for her, but I didn’t care. I would rip every inch of me apart to be at her side.

      She’s here.

      Tears fall down her face as she screams at the scientist who pronged me with the contraption that makes my entire body light up like a wildfire. She grabs it from him and stabs it into his chest over and over as he screams and crumples to the floor.

      “Aria!” I roar in warning, fighting my restraints to get to her as the other man rushes around my body and grabs her. He throws her into the wall and away from the other human. She smacks into the wall with a thud that makes my stomach roll, and the red haze only gets deeper until I’m fighting to stay with her and not kill every human in this godforsaken city for even daring to look at her, never mind touching her.

      The door buzzes, and more guards stream in as she wipes blood from her nose with the back of her hand. With a roar worthy of a monster, Aria launches herself at the one who threw her, tackling him to the floor and smashing his head into the ground, before leaping to her feet. “He’s mine.”

      My heart freezes for a moment before I roar for a whole other reason. She chose me! Her mate! The roar that comes out is enough to send the other humans to the floor with their hands over their ears.

      My mate.

      My Aria!

      She stands before me, ready to fight her own people, but the man who came in with her holds up a button, and she tilts her head. “One more move, and he dies. This is linked to the table he is lying on, and it will fry him in seconds. A fail-safe, you see.”

      I hear her heart stop as she turns to me, panic and fear glimmering in her eyes. “Akuji.”

      I try to calm myself so I can reassure her. I fight the haze, panting from the agony tearing through my body from being this close to her and not being able to have her in my arms. “It’s okay, little mate,” I manage to growl out, my fangs bared as my tail tries to snap out of its chains.

      She eyes me, probably wondering if he’s bluffing before she sags, not willing to risk it.

      “Good girl,” he coos at her, and she spins on him with a snarl.

      “Don’t fucking patronise me, you sick bastard! What are you doing to him? To them?” she demands, the fierce nature of her voice making my heart stutter with pride.

      She will make an excellent leader to our people, but I always knew that.

      “What needs to be done—the next step in our research, of course,” he tells her with a smile. “We will replicate the phenomenon that created them, but naturally.”

      “What does that mean?” she snaps.

      “It means, foolish little girl, that you were nothing but a necessity, an easement. Do you think we could not get into the lab if we really needed to? No, we sent you and Talia for a reason, and that reason is your womb. We hoped they wouldn’t kill you and would breed you instead.”

      “Breed us?” she whispers, looking at me in horror.

      “To create the next generation, of course. All of our answers lie in their blood, in their DNA, but we need it to be pure and natural. We need their children.”

      “No!” I roar.

      He ignores me and continues to watch Aria. “That pesky little reporter came in undercover and found out about it, amongst other things. She’s over the wall now, hopefully putting herself to use on her back and creating more hybrids, more experiments.”

      “Never.” She shakes her head, staggering back in horror.

      They are sick.

      “Talia is your employee—”

      “And she signed away all her rights when she started working here, including the use of her reproductive organs. She was a fool to think we needed her for more than that. I will give it to her, she’s smarter than I gave her credit for, but none of it matters now that we have you. We have been trying to breed the males we have taken for years, but they never do. I’m now realising it’s because they are a bonded, mated pair, like you. Any attributes they get from the animals we spliced their DNA with is interesting but not useful to us…unless we have both parties, and now we do.”

      “What are you saying?” she questions.

      “I’m saying, Aria, that it’s time for you to help humankind. You have finally found your purpose. You will breed with that monster and create children, and only when we don’t need you anymore will you be free in death.”

      “What?” she whispers raggedly, and he snarls, stepping closer.

      “You will fuck him and every other single person I tell you to and create what I need.” His face transforms, showing the true monster.

      “I will never—”

      The slap makes me roar, the table creaking under the force of my struggle, but she turns back to look at him.

      “You will, or I’ll kill him right here. I’ll kill them all. I do not need you. I can get more—”

      “No you can’t.” She smirks. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t be so desperate to send human women beyond the wall in hopes for children. You are crazed with desperation. You need us, you won’t kill us.”

      “Do not push your luck,” he warns, his finger moving towards the button. “Now let’s get you both settled, shall we?” He turns and walks away, leaving us here.

      “Escort her to a lab. I want her bloodwork. I also want X-rays and work ups on any genetic conditions she may have, and then toss her inside a cell with him. Pump it with pheromones if they don’t do what I want.”

      “And the other one?” a guard asks. “The other human girl?”

      He looks back at Aria. “Throw her in with the other monster they came with. If he kills her, so be it. If not…” He shrugs. “Oh, and grab me another specimen. Let’s try to replicate the mating process. A young female should do it. She can go in with one of the others.” With that, he leaves.

      Aria turns to me in horror before they grab her. “I’ll be back,” she promises. “Be brave, my mate, be strong. Don’t give them any reason to hurt you.”

      “I will get us free,” I snarl.

      Breaking from their grasp, she grips my face and kisses me quickly. “No, I will. “Trust me, Akuji. Stay alive.”

      She is torn from me and dragged out of the room as I roar her name. My heart breaks at the determination I see in her eyes, knowing she is going to get herself killed for me.

      For my people.
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      ARIA

      I leave my heart with Akuji, feeling his eyes boring into me as his roar follows me down the corridor. At the end, I buck in their arms. Talia turns to me with fear in her eyes as she’s dragged down the left corridor.

      “Hold on! I will get us out of here!” I shout after her.

      “I’m sorry!” she yells back before she is gone and I’m alone with them—alone with the humans whom I’m beginning to hate. At least with monsters, what you see is what you get. If they are mad at you, they will tell you. If they hate you or want you dead, you’ll know and they will act on it. There are no sly games, minced words, or ulterior motives with the monsters.

      They are brutal but honourable.

      In contrast, the sick, twisted humans take what they want and do whatever they want without consequence. They let our own people starve while they experiment on them, hurting anything or anyone they want without repercussions.

      For now.

      They will soon learn that they messed with the wrong street kid, because I have something to lose now, something to love, and they want to take it away from me. I won’t let them take him away from me.

      I’m led into one of the labs beyond the corner. Luckily, there are no dead monsters in here, just an empty, sterile table I am forced to lie down on. I listen to them for now, playing the long game. I won’t escape without my whole family.

      That means playing it smart and doing as I am told…for now at least. I grit my teeth as they draw blood, take my fingerprints, and complete eye scans. My body is placed in a machine, and my heart is checked. They even inspect my teeth. Each and every single inch of me is poked and prodded.

      When it’s over, I’m exhausted but also pissed. They treated me like cattle, like something lesser than them, and I memorise their faces as they work around me, barely sparing me a look. They will be the first ones to die. Hell, I might even let Akuji rip them to pieces for touching me.

      Hours later, I’m led away again, but down the left hallway instead of the right. There are more metal cells down here, but I can’t hear or see into them. A cell door stands open at the end with guards outside, and I’m pushed inside. I whirl to shout at them before I spot Akuji. He’s chained to the wall and going crazy, but when he sees me, he stops and settles down, the black bleeding back into his eyes. The door slams shut, and a minute later, the chains unlock. Akuji springs free, uncaring of his injury, throws me over his shoulder, and rushes to a darkened corner of the cell, where he curls around me with his back to the door as he hides me from everyone. His hands touch every inch of me, and his tail wraps around me like he’s worried they will take me again.

      “I’m here, shh, I’m here. I’m okay,” I tell him over and over, stroking his face, horns, and chest as I try to calm him. His growls turn into a low purr, and he buries his head into my neck, breathing me in. His claws tighten on me to the point of pain, but it’s better than the cold prodding touches of the scientists, so I soak it up.

      “I could have lost you,” he finally whispers after a while. I tighten my hold on him and close my eyes.

      “But you didn’t.” Pulling back, I grip his face. “And you never will, but we need to play this smart, Red. We need to get out of here and take everyone with us. They have monsters here in every cell, being hurt and used and much worse… Even kids.” A snarl sounds, and I nod. “We have to get free, but we have to use our brains. Wait for now, and let’s determine the best way out. We all go or none at all.”

      “Spoken like a true leader,” he says, rolling us so I’m beneath him. His tail snakes between my thighs and pushes them apart as he strokes my pussy through my jeans. I drop my head back with a gasp.

      “We can’t, that’s playing into what they want,” I protest, even as I lift my hips to give him better access. He nips my lip and then my neck, biting deep until I buck beneath him.

      “I need my mate.” His voice is gravelly. “I need to feel you beneath me to know you’re okay. Fuck what they want. Let them watch if they want to. I’ll kill them all before we leave, but you’re mine and I need you.”

      It’s the desperate quality to his voice that has me relaxing. He’s right—I need him too. They can watch, I don’t care. I’m not ashamed of my need for this man, this monster.

      “I can’t be soft, Aria, not this time. Not when I came so close to losing you. I need to feel you wrapped around me and hear you screaming my name,” he snarls, biting my neck. His eyes illuminate the room in a red glow, indicating how close he is to the edge.

      I welcome him with open arms and legs, holding him tight. “Then fuck me, Akuji, because I need that too.”

      I need to feel him to know he’s alive and to feel our connection while our future is adrift.

      Kissing me softly despite his words, he rolls back and rips off my jeans before tossing them away. His claws grip my shirt, but I warn him with narrow eyes, and with a growl, he tugs it up rather than cutting it. Instead, he creates a choker with it, tightening it around my arms and throat before he flips me. Panting, I struggle to draw in a breath from the restriction of my shirt.

      For a moment, I feel embarrassed that they are watching this, but when I feel his talented tongue circling my clit, I soon forget. He strokes me with it before dipping it inside me, finding me pulsing and wet. His tongue drags out of my pussy and slides higher, and then my eyes widen and I stop breathing.

      His forked tongue flicks at my asshole.

      An embarrassing moan escapes my lips as his tongue flicks and licks my ass before dipping inside. I can’t stop the obscene roll of my hips, especially when he thrusts his tongue all the way into my ass and I feel his sharp fangs poised at either side of my sensitive skin. Whimpering, I sag when he pulls it out of me. He grips my hips with his claws, and a moment later, I feel his cock at my entrance.

      “I need you so badly,” he hisses, more animal than man right now.

      “Then take me,” I retort, pushing back and impaling myself on the first inch of his huge cock. Normally, Akuji goes slow, feeding me his massive length, but not today.

      No, today he snarls and slams into me so ferociously, I actually move across the floor with the force. A scream escapes my lips, one of pain and pleasure. The bite of his huge length makes me writhe below him, and my breathing becomes ragged until black spots dot my vision.

      “Mine,” he snarls, fighting my tight cunt as he pulls out and hammers back in, setting a rough, hard pace. I try to hold on, but it’s no use. His claws keep me in place for him, but even then, with each brutal thrust, he slams me across the floor.

      “Fuck,” I cry out when his fingers pinch my clit. I clench around him, my nipples scraping across the rough floor. It should hurt, but with the pleasure coursing through me, it feels good.

      Too good.

      “Mine, mine, mine,” he snarls, and his tail comes down on my ass like a whip. The sting jolts me on his cock, but fresh wetness gushes from me, so he does it again. I know it will leave a mark, but I can’t help myself, I push back and take more of him, forcing him to move harder and faster without words.

      I need his brand of claiming. I need this brutal monster to make me feel alive.

      “Mine, mine, mine,” he snarls, slamming into my cunt. His fingers brutally abuse my clit until I’m nearly coming, and then they are gone and he stops. “Say it.”

      “What?” I gasp, my body swaying, preparing to come.

      “Say it!” he roars.

      “Yours!” I scream. “Yours, yours, yours,” I chant like he did and almost weep when he fucks me again. He hammers into me so hard, I scream as a release explodes through me. He fucks me through it, even as I sag, yanking me back and impaling me on his cock until he freezes and roars. The hot splash of his release fills me.

      I slump forward, breathing so hard, I’m unable to think or move. Slowly, he gently rubs away the sting of his claws and tail before he leans down and kisses my shoulder. “Yours,” he whispers, and I nearly fucking cry.

      As I melt into his arms and close my eyes, my heart full, I hear a distant roar.
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      They don’t come for us the next day or the day after. We are kept locked away, and I would assume we have been forgotten if it weren’t for the meals slammed through the door followed by the footsteps quickly running away. Akuji says they smell of fear. Judging by the meals they bring, it’s clear they know a lot about the monsters they created. Akuji is served raw meat, the best he’s ever tasted, and I’m served fancy meals which I bet the rich get every day. They want us to be healthy and happy.

      But locked away.

      Compliant.

      As Akuji slumbers through the day, despite the fact that no sunlight can get in, I stroke him as I lie wrapped in his arms. I often wonder if this is what it was like when they were imprisoned before. Did they grow bored? Lonely? No wonder some of them went crazy. We are lucky. They only want us to fuck and breed, and so far, they haven’t hurt us too badly or experimented on us like they did back then or even now with the others.

      It’s hard to think of an escape plan, however, when we can’t even see anything past the room we are locked in. They never open the door, they won’t risk it, and the only times it has been was when Akuji was chained up, which tells me they fear him. They think their human test subjects are useless and weak, but they fear the monsters. I can use their miscalculation of me against them.

      After all, I’m a scavenger. I know how to get into places undetected.

      I know night has set when Akuji wakes up, stretching around me like a sleeping animal. It’s adorable, and the little huff he makes has me grinning as his black eyes crack open. For a moment, I forget about everything but the man before me. “Good morning, little mate.” His low, growling voice makes me shiver. He pulls me close with a knowing grin, wedging his leg between my thighs as he kisses me softly.

      He’s so tender, my heart actually clenches. When we pull away, reality takes hold. I can’t be happy while we are in here, while Talia could be suffering, and while the others are. I sigh. I hate to ruin the moment, but I press my lips to his ear so they can’t read my lips with the camera.

      “I have an idea on how to get out of here,” I murmur.

      He stiffens but nods.

      An idea starts to form, but Akuji won’t like it. I’m betting on the fact that they need Akuji and me alive. It might not work, but it’s worth a shot. Before I can fill him in, though, there’s a buzz. I leap to my feet, but I’m not as fast as Akuji, who steps before me and then backs me into the wall. We wait, and my heart flutters in my chest as the door swings open. Something shoots through the air, and I know Akuji could avoid it, but it would leave me vulnerable, so instead, he grunts as he takes the hit and sways. The door slams shut again, and when I turn him, I see a dart in his chest. Plucking it out, I toss it away as he continues to sway.

      “Red?”

      “Tired,” he slurs. “Stay behind me.” His words are almost hard to understand, and I can’t help but yelp as he falls into me, trapping me against the wall. With tremendous effort, he rolls away and lands on his ass on the floor, his eyes fighting to stay open.

      The fuckers sedated him with a dart.

      I crouch before him. “I won’t let them hurt you, I promise,” I tell him as he loses the fight and begins to growl in his sleep. They wait a few more minutes to be sure he’s out, and I grab the dart in the meantime, holding it tight in my fist before remembering my plan. Sighing, I blow out a breath. I can’t do it now, because I need Akuji to be awake, so instead, I stash it under his body and wait as patiently as I can.

      I wonder what they are up to now.

      My heart thunders, and my hands fist as I fight my urge to lash out and fight back. I need to lull them into a false sense of security, letting them believe I’ve given up or that I’m giving them what they want, that way when it’s time to escape, they will be lax and surprised. Four guards come in with their guns raised and pointed at Akuji.

      “Boy, don’t you look like pussies.” I smirk. One narrows his eyes, but they wait before moving closer in formation. I note their uniforms and weaknesses as they smack Akuji with the gun, making me glare. “Easy, don’t wake the beast.”

      “He’s down. Take her,” one orders.

      “Oh great, you’re here for me. Are we having a nice tea party or something—Not so rough! If it’s not during sex, it just isn’t worth it,” I taunt as they grab me and start to drag me away. I mock them the entire time, unable to stop since every one of my instincts is screaming at me to fight them. It’s almost impossible to battle my own urges, but I try for him.

      For them.

      “So is this your day job? Wrangling human females to be bred? I’ve got to tell you, you probably don’t get paid enough, especially since you’re dressed like Malibu Barbie soldier toys.” They ignore me. “Do you watch the cameras and get your rocks off? Is that it? Can’t get it up any other way? Hey, no judgement here, whatever gets you going. We don’t shame—” The slap makes my head spin.

      “Shut up,” he spits at me.

      Licking my torn lip, I smirk. “I’ve never been good with that, to be honest, or commands. It’s cute that you think you scare me, tough little human, since I’ve been going over that wall since I was a kid and lived with monsters. You? You’re nothing but little boys playing pretend. You wouldn’t know true strength a day in your life. You are just a faceless mob following orders and trying to play god. Hit me again, I dare you.” I arch my eyebrow as we still, staring at each other.

      “Commander,” one whispers.

      “Oh, Commander,” I mock. “What did you do to become a commander? Suck a scientist’s cock?” I watch his nostrils flare in anger and his eyes fill with hate. “I saw your fear, boy. You’re scared of these monsters, and you should be. My mate is going to rip you to pieces for laying a single hand on me, and I’ll let him. Fuck, I’ll even enjoy it.”

      “You and your mate won’t be getting out of here alive. You’re just a baby maker that we watch and laugh at.”

      I jerk slightly before throwing my head back to laugh. “So you do watch to get your jollies off! Why, Commander, is it me you’re watching or their impressive dicks? Is it because they are massive and something to be jealous of?”

      Another guard hauls me away, gripping my arm hard. “Do not push him,” he hisses in my ear. “He won’t go easy on you, despite the fact that they need you.”

      My eyes go back to the commander, who stands with another guard before him, holding him back, and I see malice in his eyes. I’ve made an enemy. Good. I can use his anger. Judging by the warning I just received, it seems the commander has a habit of mistreating the women here. That’s even better, and when Akuji rips him to pieces, I’ll make sure to enjoy it.

      I’m led the short distance to the lab, and luckily, I manage to bite my tongue as I’m strapped down. The restraints are so tight, they bite into my skin. It’s undoubtedly a punishment, so I fake moan. “You guys really know how to show a girl a good time. What’s next? The whip? Because I’ve got to tell you, I’m down for that.” With a disgusted sneer, they leave me there. To pass the time, I whistle and sing to myself. It’s false bravado.

      I’m fucking terrified of what they are going to do to me. They have no morals. Nothing is too far. They could cut out my womb and grow it in a vat for all I know. So whistling it is.

      “Are you really mated to a monster?” a little voice says.

      I jerk my head around to an unnatural, painful angle to see the little red monster in a cage under a bench. He could have been here the last time I was and I wouldn’t have noticed. My eyes widen before narrowing in anger. He mistakes it and turns away with a sniffle, so I force myself to calm down.

      “Is that what you heard?” I ask, making my voice as soft as possible, trying not to show my fury at the scientist.

      “My mummy said a human was going to help us, and that she was mated to a monster. I didn’t believe her,” he hedges after a moment, peering back at me with sweet, black eyes filled with hope.

      “Yeah, kid, I’m going to help all of you. I’m mated to Akuji, do you know who that is?” I ask softly, ignoring the crick in my neck.

      He shakes his head, his eyes darting around in fear. “I was birthed in here.”

      I have to breathe through my anger. “Are your mummy and daddy here?” I inquire.

      “Just my mummy. They caught her when she had me in her belly. My daddy is somewhere out there. Mummy says he’ll be so upset without us and that he loves me.”

      “I have no doubt that’s true,” I tell him honestly, “and I promise you will see your daddy soon. Are you okay though? Hungry? Tired?”

      “They don’t like it when I talk,” he whispers suddenly, “and when I’m quiet, they don’t hurt me as much.”

      Fucking hell.

      I’m going to kill them.

      They have been hurting an innocent fucking kid. “I know, buddy. My name is Aria, what’s yours?”

      His head cocks and his eyes widen as he stares at me, wrapping his little hands around the bars. A tiny tail swipes in agitation behind him. “They are coming. Mummy always stays quiet, she says it’s best that way. I hope you survive, Aria. I really want to go see my daddy with you.”

      My heart stops, and I look at the door. A few seconds later, I hear their feet coming this way.

      My new friend scurries to the back of his cage and curls into a ball to make himself as small and invisible as possible. I know that feeling. I did it so many times as a kid on the streets.

      For all my bravado, terror rolls through me, but I swallow it back as a different set of scientists hurry inside without even looking at me. One spares the kid a glance and rolls his eyes before kicking the cage and moving on. I track that one carefully, knowing he’ll be dead first.

      “Want me to spread my legs and think of Jesus?” I joke, but none of them respond. They lean over a tablet, looking at something and whispering, and then Baldie, the one who kicked the cage, turns his gaze towards me.

      “I do wonder what attracts them to their mates. Is it pheromonal? A natural instinct? Can they have more than one?” he murmurs, and then he meets my eyes. “Please describe in detail what happened when you met subject 10.”

      “Subject 10? He’ll love that. Though he is a ten out of ten, so what can I say?”

      “Please describe in detail,” he responds with a frown, “or I will have to encourage you to speak.”

      “Encourage? Is that a nice word for—Motherfucker!” An electric shock races through my body, shaking me like a fish on the table until the current stops and I sag, panting.

      “Please describe—”

      “Yeah, I get it, fucking robot man,” I spit. “Want me to describe how he fucks too—” I scream as the current gets stronger, but when it’s over, I narrow my eyes on him. “Well, first we did it missionary—” I bite back my howl of pain, knowing if Akuji hears it, he will go crazy, not to mention I can hear the little kid whimpering. He doesn’t need any more trauma, so I suppress it.

      When it’s through, I notice the other two scientists are watching me now. “Tell me,” Baldie demands, dropping the pleasantries.

      “He knew,” I hiss. “I didn’t. He called me his mate. Said he knew on sight.”

      “So it could be biological, sight or smell, or it could simply be choice—the most attractive mate with the attributes they need. How interesting. While you were across the wall, did you see anyone with more than one mate or any who lost a mate and found another?”

      “I don’t know,” I spit, not giving them anything that’s not in regard to me. I won’t help them hurt these people, even if it gets me hurt in the process. I remind myself that they need me alive and pain is temporary, even as the volts jolt through my body, tearing a scream from my throat. When it’s over, I close my eyes for a moment, exhausted.

      “Sir, we need her—”

      “She will answer my question!” he yells, and the man is quiet for a moment.

      “Sir, she might not know the answers, but she’s the only successful mated couple we have here. We need her alive.” His voice is softer, unsure, but for a moment, I want to cry and thank him before I realise he’s not doing it to be kind.

      “Fine, we will question her another day. Get the samples and readings I need. I believe the mating is already changing her body—”

      “Changing my body?” I demand, opening my eyes.

      He looks down at me with a frown. “You did not know?”

      “Know what?” I demand.

      “The mating between a monster and a human seems to alter the human’s body to make them more compatible to survive the birthing process.”

      “Alter how?” I question. I’m surprised he’s answering me, because he seems interested in my lack of awareness.

      “So far, we have noticed slight changes in your blood and in the lining of your womb. Others are debating if it will alter your speed, strength, and eyesight, all characteristics from your mate. We do not know what will happen or if it will be permanent, but I cannot wait to see when you get pregnant. I can document every inch…” He trails off, his eyes alight with excitement, and I feel sick.

      I’m changing?

      Am I still human?

      Do I care?

      No, not if these are my people. I made my choice. I chose my monsters, and I chose Akuji and whatever else that entails. As long as I don’t turn red—I don’t think I could pull it off—I’m okay. I stay silent for the rest of the exams. My arms are a mess of pinpricks from their tests, and I look like the junkies you see passed out in the slums, complete with bruises, but I look more closely and notice they aren’t as bad as they should be. They also don’t hurt as much.

      Are they right?

      Am I changing?

      I close my eyes against the unwanted prodding of my pussy, reminding myself that it’s clinical, even if it doesn’t lessen the sick feeling crawling through me at the invasion. Instead, I focus on my body, trying to detect any changes, but either they are so small I can’t sense them, or he’s right and it’s only just begun.

      Once they have completed their tests, they leave me on the table, covered in nothing but a gown. I force myself to ignore the embarrassment and anger. It’s a little thing to pay for the cost of survival. Instead, I turn my head back around to see the little one. “Everything is okay, you can look now,” I coo softly. His arms wrap tighter around himself, and I wonder what the hell this poor kid has seen. “I promise.”

      “Promise?” he asks, peering over at me.

      “It means vow. It’s a way of saying I’m not lying, but more serious,” I explain.

      “You promise?” He scoots to the edge of the cage. “You promise to help my mummy and me?”

      “I do.” I nod. “If it’s the last thing I do.”

      “Why? Why do you want to help us? Mummy says humans hate us.”

      “Not all humans. I don’t hate you. I’m going to help you because it’s the right thing to do. Your kind deserves to exist more than we do, and you deserve freedom and happiness. You deserve the same rights as everyone, humans included.”

      “You love us.” He nods seriously.

      It makes me grin. “I do, I love your world and your people.”

      He nods again. “Okay. They are coming back. I hope I see you again. Promise.” It’s so adorable, I struggle not to cry as I turn away. Guards come into the room. My clothes are left in the lab, and I’m quickly hurried back to my cell and shoved inside, where a pacing Akuji is snarling and swiping.

      He turns and rushes to me, gathering me in his arms. He speaks so fast, I can’t understand him, but I can’t help it, I burst into tears. For the child. For his mother. For his father. For all the kids and people who have been hurt. For what he did to me. For how they touched and treated me. For our past and our future.

      I cry for it all, and Akuji holds me, stroking my back and cooing before sitting and rocking me in his lap. I can feel the anger winding through his body the longer I cry, but I can’t make it stop. Every drop, every tear, only adds to the determination I feel racing through his body and heart.

      When I’m finally done, I’m exhausted, and I lift my head wearily. He strokes away my tears, clearing my face for me. His eyes are completely red, but they don’t scare me. “No one will ever make you cry again, mate,” he snarls. “They will all die for each and every tear.”

      I can’t help but smile. “You say the nicest things.” He kisses me so softly, more tears threaten to fall. “But you can’t kill everyone in the world for making me cry.”

      “Want to bet, little mate?” he rumbles.

      Right then and there, I fall completely, one hundred percent in love with the monster holding me.
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      ARIA

      Nibbling on the sweet bread on my tray, I lower my voice as I explain the plan to my monster. His back is to the door to block them from coming in again, his legs are on either side of me, and his tail is holding me to him. I watch as he tears into his raw meat, ignoring the dribble of blood trickling down his chin as I focus on the plan.

      “We need to make sure they see me first so they can’t knock you out like they did last time.” He snarls at the reminder and his eyes flash red, so I pat his leg before going back to eating.

      “It’s a good plan, little human,” he concedes as he wipes his mouth, his long, forked tongue darting out to lick his chin. I can’t help but watch the movement. For some reason, it makes my skin heat, and the longer I stare, the more the conversation flies from my head. “Aria?” he asks. Blinking, I guiltily bring my gaze up to his, but he just grins, flashing his fangs. “Need something, little mate?” he purrs as he rolls to his knees and crawls over me.

      I fall back with a laugh, reaching up to clutch his shoulders as he does a press-up and kisses me softly. His tongue traces the seam of my lips, flicking and rubbing as they part like he’s imagining licking my pussy. “We need to escape,” I squeak out, but it ends on a moan when his tongue tangles with mine.

      There’s an art to kissing a monster with fangs, and it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever felt, especially when his tail wraps around my leg and yanks it wide, leaving me gasping. The gown slides up, and with a wicked look, he slides down my body.

      I should stop him. We need to escape, to focus—

      Fuck!

      His tongue laps down the length of my pussy, and all protests die on my lips as pleasure explodes through me. My chest arches into the air as one of his clawed hands digs into my thigh and his tail wraps around the other, forcing my legs open wider.

      “Akuji,” I beg. His dark eyes meet mine just as his mouth seals possessively on my pussy. I cry out as I grind into his mouth, and with a wicked sounding noise, he releases me and laps at my pussy, catching my clit. The pleasure only grows, bringing me closer to my release. My thighs stiffen as I try to resist, feeling embarrassed for a moment over the fact that we are being watched, but he sucks my clit into his mouth, and I forget all that, rolling into his mouth with a wordless scream.

      He alternates between flicking and sucking until I’m crying out constantly, my hips rolling into his face as he tastes me.

      His tongue spears me like a cock, sliding across the nerves inside of me that have my hips rising, rolling, and rocking as I ride his face and tongue. I give myself fully over to my monster, uncaring if they are watching as I reach down and grip his horns. Using them as handles, I drag him closer and grind into his face.

      I ride his tongue but whimper when he pulls it free of my clinging pussy to lap at my clit again. I’m close, so close, but so empty. As if knowing my thoughts, his tail unwinds from my thigh and seems to harden as it’s poised above my pussy, and with a light tap of his tongue against my clit, it thrusts inside me.

      The noise that breaks free from my throat is deep and hoarse as his thick, long tail thrusts into me, mimicking his cock as he takes me.

      His fangs touch my clit ever so softly, and I scream, clenching down on his tail. Roaring in satisfaction, he pulls his tail from my milking cunt and greedily laps up my release.

      Looking beyond happy with himself, he crawls back up my body, stopping to kiss my chest above my racing heart as I lie in a limp puddle, trying to learn how to breathe. He strokes the sweaty hair from my head. “Bringing you pleasure is the greatest joy of my life, mate,” he rumbles. “Better than I could have ever imagined. Seeing you come apart for me and trusting me with your pleasure?” His eyes close as he shivers. “Perfection.” The growled words have me melting further as he gathers me into his arms and purrs in satisfaction.

      His hard cock presses against my ass, but not once does he mention it or try to take this further, just wanting to give me pleasure.

      “When do you want to put this plan into place?” he rumbles.

      “As soon as possible,” I reply, knowing the longer we are here, the more likely we are to stay here. Plus, who knows what is happening to Talia and Cato, not to mention the others… “But we are taking everyone with us, so prepare for a fight.”

      Placing a clawed hand on my chin, he turns my head and meets my eyes. “I always am. Are you, little warrior?”

      “For you? For Talia? Always.” I nod seriously. “I’m not running, hiding, or moving through the darkness anymore. They fucked with what is mine, and they hurt us. They will pay—human or not.”

      I’m on my back in the next moment as he kisses me, and when he pulls back, he’s grinning. “My perfect, strong little mate,” he coos. “How did I get so lucky?”

      “I’m the lucky one,” I murmur as I look into his black eyes, the eyes that have been with me since I was a child, protecting and loving me.

      “Call me yours again.” He smirks. “Shout it while I fuck you.”

      “Oh, I can do better than that,” I coo and push him back so he’s sitting, and then I clamber onto his lap and straddle him. I lean down and lick his lips. “You can watch me fuck you while I say it.”

      “Aria,” he snarls. “You were built to drive me crazy.”

      “Don’t forget it, big man.” I wink as I rise, keeping the gown over me as I stroke Akuji’s cock. He’s hard, and I almost whimper. I need him inside me. Kneeling, I keep my eyes on him as I lick his horns.

      The growl he lets out goes straight to my throbbing clit and cream flows from me, so I do it again. I watch red flicker across his eyes as I lick his horns like it’s his cock before I drag one hand down it, twisting it hard until he bucks beneath me. His claws rip into the fabric of the gown at my hips as he drags me back and forth on his length, bumping my clit. I moan as I twist my hand and do the same to the other.

      “Aria,” he warns, and I know he’s giving me a chance to stay in control before he bends me over and fucks me, so I reluctantly pull my tongue from his horns and hold them instead as I rise. With his help, I line him up at my pussy and slam down onto his length.

      He’s so fucking big, it actually hurts. My head falls back as I wind my hips, needing to move on his massive length. The pain soon fades into nothing but blinding pleasure, so I use his horns as handles and begin to ride him. My movements are slow and steady, and I roll my hips after each thrust. He watches me with bright red hungry eyes, his fangs bared as he lets me fuck him, use him.

      I speed up, holding his gaze. “Fuck, you shouldn’t be able to feel this good,” I whisper, my eyes sliding shut for a moment. “Those goddamn nubs on your cock slide across the nerves inside of me. You feel so deep and hard, I can’t escape it. It’s like you are buried up to my fucking throat, and yet I can’t get enough.”

      His hips buck at my words, a snarl leaves his lips, and then his fangs suddenly rip into the gown, shredding the neckline before his claws toss it away, leaving me naked for his hungry gaze.

      “I need to see my mate as she rides me,” he snarls, leaning in to bite my neck. “To watch this perfect body work for my cock as you find your pleasure while using my body.”

      Groaning, I speed up and bounce on his cock. Each drop brings my breasts close to his mouth, and his breath blows over the sensitive tips, tightening my nipples until they almost hurt. With a growl, he finally snaps and closes his mouth over one, and each time I drag them across his face, he bites or licks them.

      The pleasure triggered by his mouth shoots to my throbbing clit. His hands slide across my hips to my ass, digging in until it hurts, and then without breaking a sweat, he takes over. He may be below me, but he shows me he was in charge all along, and I’m okay with that as he thrusts up, pounding into me from below. I just hang onto his horns, along for the ride, as he fucks me.

      “Aria,” he snarls, the rumble going straight through my body and causing me to whimper. I feel his claws prick my ass cheeks, and I hiss, even as I clamp around him in both pleasure and pain. He snarls, fighting my tightening cunt, so I do it on purpose, and he gives up all pretence and just hammers into me so hard and fast, I almost fly from his lap. Snarling, he lifts me, and I blink in shock at the loss of his cock before I’m suddenly turned and dropped right onto his cock. He spears me, making me scream.

      I lean back into him, feeling his mouth brush along my ear and neck. He grabs my breasts, gripping them possessively as he fucks me hard and fast. “Let them watch, let them see me taking my mate. Let them see how much she loves my cock and how only I can make her come. Only you can drive me this wild and make me feel this pure hunger with just one look at you. You are my fucking everything, and they will never be able to understand that with their tests, never understand how fucking good it is between us or how perfectly you fit every aspect of my life, including this big cock that you love. Isn’t that right, little mate?”

      “Fuck,” is all I can say. There’s nothing in my brain, so there’s no way for me to answer. Not with him taking me this hard. I’m boneless and empty of everything but the pleasure coursing through me. I’m so fucking close, all it takes is one of those talented hands sliding down my belly and flicking my clit for me to explode.

      I take flight, and my body locks up on top of his. My pussy clenches so tight, he roars, his release exploding from him and filling me. His warm heat splashes inside of me as I jerk and cry out, riding through the release until I fall back against him. Heart racing, I feel completely satisfied, and I am unable to stop the smile curling up my lips, especially when he kisses my jumping pulse tenderly.

      “Such a good little warrior, taking your mate’s cock like that,” he coos in praise as he strokes my sweaty body. “The next time I fuck you, it will be in our nest, where no one can see or interrupt us, and you won’t be walking for days. You will eat sitting on my cock, you will sleep with my face between your thighs, and you will scream with my cum dripping from every hole in your body. Understood, Aria?”

      “Yes,” I rasp out, rolling my hips on his hardening cock. “I can’t wait.”
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      ARIA

      That evening, we confirm our roles and plans for tomorrow night, since it’s too late to do it tonight. We just have to last one more day, so we can do it, right?

      I nap on and off while Akuji watches the door, taking sentry duty in shifts. I find it difficult to sleep at night now, since my body is attuned to his and I want to rest when the sun is up. I guess the scientists are right—I am changing, but I can’t seem to be mad about it.

      Our meals don’t come like I expect, and that concerns me. When the door suddenly slides open and Akuji is once again hit by tranq darts, I yell and try to catch him as he falls. The dose is potent, so it instantly knocks him out. Yet again, they wait for him to be unconscious before opening the door again. I crouch above him, glaring at the guards who form a line before me.

      “He’s mine. Don’t you dare touch him,” I spit.

      “Do not make this hard,” one replies.

      “I’ve never known easy.” I curl my fingers, beckoning them closer. “So bring it. I might not be able to take all of you, but I will take some of you down.”

      They share a look before one pulls out a prod. “And then we will be forced to hurt you both. Do not fight. Make this easy for yourself. If we have to knock you out, we will.”

      I could fight now, but I would lose and probably get hurt, and then they wouldn’t trust us again. If I fight, I damn us all, the kid included, so even though it goes against my every instinct, I step back and watch them drag Akuji away. The door slams, making me jump.

      I pace, I tug at my hair, and I yell for answers. The hours pass by slowly. I worry about what they are doing to him, and my only consolation is that they need us alive. That doesn’t mean they can’t hurt him though. I never knew how much I leaned on him, depended on him, until this empty, silent cell showed me. Fear consumes me until I struggle to breathe, and that’s when I realise I never feel scared when I am with him. I feel strong, sure, happy, and safe.

      Even here.

      He’s taken over every aspect of my life, and without him, I’m lost. Is this how he felt? If so, it’s worse than torture, and by the time the door opens again, I’m almost in tears. I rush to him as they toss him inside. He groans, starting to wake up. My hands flutter over him uselessly, searching for any wounds, but there are none. His chest has been redressed, and it’s almost healed. There’s no open injuries or cuts, but that doesn’t mean they didn’t do anything.

      When his eyes open, I stroke his face, pushing back my pain. “Mate, are you okay?” I whisper.

      He groans and leans into my touch. “I am fine,” he croaks out. “Are you? They didn’t come for you?”

      “No, shh, they didn’t do anything to me. What did they do to you?”

      He looks away and grinds his jaw, so I turn his gaze back to me. “Akuji, please, I’ve been going crazy. Are you okay? What did they do?”

      “Blood and semen samples.”

      I go cold all over and close my eyes. “Shh, mate, it’s okay,” he reassures me, and that pisses me off. He’s comforting me when he’s the one who needs it.

      I force my eyes open as I lean down and get in his face. “I will kill them all,” I snarl as fiercely as I can.

      “I know you will.” He grins. “None of it matters as long as you are here. Just let me hold you as my body fights off this weakness.” I know he hates to admit it and loathes the words coming from his mouth. Weak is not something I would ever describe my mate as.

      Instead, I curl up on his chest with my back to the door to protect him like he always protects me, and my heartbeat finally slows as the fear disappears and is replaced by a fury so strong, it scares even me.
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      It’s time. Akuji said the sun is setting soon, which means we need to get moving. The quicker we can escape, the more time we’ll have to get to the wall. We spent the day letting Akuji recover. He didn’t need the full day, but we pretended he did so they wouldn’t disturb us and drag us out for experiments. I’ve eaten, and Akuji managed to tie my hair back for me, softly combing it with his claws to get rid of the knots. It’s not the best to be fighting in the gown I’m in, but I have no other choice.

      Plus, I refuse to be embarrassed. I am not ashamed of my body or skin, and I’ll use it like a weapon if I have to.

      Akuji cups my face, his claws touching my hairline as I close my eyes and soak up his warmth. So many things could go wrong. I know our usefulness could be trumped by our attack, and they could kill us or the others, but we have to try to get home. It doesn’t mean I’m not scared though. I am not afraid to die, but I am terrified of losing the one person in this world who feels like home to me.

      Whom I love.

      My mate.

      “Shh,” he murmurs, kissing my forehead so softly, tears spring into my eyes. “Nobody will take you from me. I would fight through the flames of hell themselves to get to you. Where you go, I go. We will get out of here and go home. You can be loved by your tiger, and we can sleep in our nest, spending the rest of our days growing old together.”

      “Promise?” I whisper, opening my eyes to peer into his. “Promise me this is forever?”

      With his head pressed to mine, he searches my eyes. “Forever? No, Aria, I want you much longer than that.”

      “If only they knew how sappy you monsters were…” I laugh, and my heart skips a beat. “I want that life with you. Fuck the humans, they can keep their world. I want yours. I want to live beyond the wall with my monsters.”

      “Good, because I was never letting you go, little human,” he snarls. “It’s time, warrior. It’s time to save our people.”

      I nod, and he kisses me quickly before helping me to my feet. I straighten my gown nervously before blowing out a breath. I can walk into a walled city of monsters and not be afraid, but in the face of losing him, I’m terrified. I won’t let it stop me though. There are too many people depending on us. On me.

      I plant my feet wide as Akuji takes out the camera in the corner. That should catch their attention, and they can’t watch as Akuji moves behind the door, his legs parted in a fighting stance. With a wink, I drop my head back and scream.

      I pour all of my emotions into the ragged scream that tears through our cell. Akuji snarls at the sound, dragging his claws along the walls as if to stop himself from coming for me, despite knowing it’s not real.

      Sucking in air, I keep screaming, even as my throat turns hoarse and my lungs ache. I keep screaming and screaming until there’s a noise at the door. Letting it cut off abruptly, I breathe heavily into the silence, licking my lips and swallowing to lubricate my throat. The door swings open and the tranq guns come in. They freeze when they see me, but it’s too late.

      They fucked up. I see the knowledge in their eyes the moment Akuji steps before them. They yell as he grabs all of them and throws them farther into the cell. I gather their tranq guns, which fall from their hands, and hurry past him to the cell door as he prowls before them with a snarl on his lips as they scramble to their feet, looking for a weapon.

      I recognise them. They are the ones who dragged me off the other day, so with a satisfied smirk, I grab the handle of the cell door and meet their eyes. “Nice knowing you.” I blow them a kiss and slam it shut with a bang. Strapping the guns across my chest, I just inspect them, trying to figure out how to fire them, when the first scream sounds behind me.

      It’s so loud and filled with agony, it makes my eyes widen, but I just whistle and wait, bouncing on my toes. Seconds later, there’s a bang at the door, so I open it and swing it inwards. Akuji is there, his chest heaving and claws dripping blood. His face, fangs, and chest are covered in gore. Behind him are the broken bodies of the guards. Body parts are thrown everywhere, and blood covers every inch of the cell. Their stomachs and chests are ripped open, and their eyes are wide with fear, even in death.

      He looks me over as if to assure himself that no one has touched me in the last few seconds. Grinning, I take his bloodied hand and tug him after me, remembering the way. We hurry down the corridor. We don’t know exactly where Talia and Cato are, but there is only one other door down here, so we swing it open hopefully.

      Cato growls and leaps at us from where he was poised before a terrified, huddled Talia. Akuji catches him and throws him back by the throat. “It’s us,” he snaps.

      Cato blinks before looking us over.

      “It’s a rescue.” I smirk and look at Talia with concern. She’s pale and shivering, and tears splash down her cheeks. “Hey, it’s me, Talia.”

      She blinks and gazes up at me hopefully. “Aria?” she croaks out.

      “Yes, come on, it’s time to get out of here. We are going home,” I tell her. Cato sags in relief and hurries to her. He lifts her and cradles her against his chest. She buries her head against his body as he turns to us, stoned-faced, before jerking his chin in a nod. I want to ask what’s wrong, but there isn’t time. We hurry from the cell and rush down the corridor, around the corner to the labs.

      There are a few scientists there, and they turn and gawk before screaming just as the sirens rip through the air. The bright lights go out, replaced by red ones that flash over the walls and ceiling, plunging us into near darkness. The siren is so loud, it even hurts my ears, but Akuji seems to have no issues as he storms into a lab and starts ripping into the scientists. I watch him for a moment before I move to the empty lab where they kept me.

      There’s a smash, and I whirl. Talia starts screaming wildly, her eyes crazed as her hair flies around her face as she throws computers, jars, and vials. I watch in shock as she destroys the entire lab. Cato silently observes her, his face grim, before helping her. When she’s done, her chest heaving, she looks back at me.

      “So they can never do this again,” she snaps, and I simply nod and turn back to the kid. I crouch down, ignoring the spike of respect I feel for the madness I saw in her eyes.

      “Hey, buddy, remember me?”

      He’s curled into a ball, crying, but at my voice, he perks up, his eyes wide with hope. “Aria?” he asks, his chin wobbling.

      “It’s me. Come on, it’s time to get you to your daddy, okay?”

      “And Mummy?” he queries.

      “And Mummy,” I confirm, softly taking his hand. I wait for him to decide. Even though every second counts, I won’t hurt or traumatise him more than the humans already have, but he falls into my arms, and I turn to see Akuji watching me with something akin to hunger.

      “His mum is in the cells,” I explain. I see my clothes then, so I hurry over with the kid in my arms and set him down for a second. He cries, clinging to me, and I assure him as I get dressed as quickly as I can. “Hey,” I murmur as I crouch. “These are my friends. This is Talia, another good human, that’s Cato, and this is Akuji. We are going to get you home, okay?”

      “Okay,” he whispers trustingly just as we hear booted feet. I share a look with Akuji as I grab a discarded gun a guard must have left behind. Standing, I look down at the kid before swiftly coming up with a plan. Talia clings to Cato, and he would struggle to fight anyway, so it’s better to have one able-bodied fighter than two unsure ones.

      “Can you carry them both?” I ask Cato. “I need to be able to fight, and I can’t carry him—”

      It’s obvious he hates the idea of not being able to fight to protect her and himself, but he nods.

      “Hey, trust my friend, okay?” I lead him to Cato and look into his eyes. “We are going to get your mummy, but I need you to be still and quiet, all right?”

      “Of course.” He nods seriously as Cato hauls them both up.

      With a nod at him, I take the safety off the gun and join Akuji in the corridor, standing at his side.

      The monster and the human.

      We share a look and grin.

      “Let’s kill them all.”
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      We leave Cato in the lab as we face the first surge. We have an advantage though. They are fighting to subdue us, while we are fighting to kill them. The first few go down by my gun, and then Akuji leaps into their masses, tearing through them, spraying their blood across the walls and floor as they scream.

      It’s chaos, and I take advantage of it, picking as many off as I can until the gun is empty. Kicking a guard who gets too close, I spin to avoid his hands and snatch his gun before firing a shot into his head.

      They are trying to run now, and we chase them into the cells beyond. Every monster is on their feet, their eyes wide and necks craned to watch us. I stop to kick a guard into a glass cell door and blow his head apart, winking at the monster beyond. I turn to see Akuji roaring as five guards try to take him down, hanging from him like ants, but he simply throws them off and looks over to check on me before going back to ripping them apart. He lifts one into the air above his head like he’s a feather, and with a crack, Akuji rips his body in half and throws it away.

      I look back to see Cato holding his precious cargo just outside the lab. It’s a mistake. A monster roars in warning, but I’m thrown back into the cell, my head dizzy from the force. I slide down slightly before shaking my head and glaring at the cocky guard.

      It’s the commander.

      “That was a mistake.” I smirk as I lunge at him, my movements wild and unrestrained like Akuji’s. I pummel him with my fists, over and over, and release my own roar. Something snags my waist, and I don’t even feel the pain in my hands, but there’s blood all over them as I’m pulled back into the air. Akuji is there, ripping the man away before catching me and shoving me behind him as he slashes across the man’s chest, shredding him open.

      He checks on me again, and it gives me time to suck in air as I look around at the chaos. More guards are coming, so I quickly drop to my knees and search for more guns. I find them, but they are hidden, obviously not meant to be used unless it’s an emergency. I take two and stand side by side with my monster and fire as we work together to kill every sick bastard who hurt or used them.

      And I don’t feel one ounce of guilt.

      I keep fighting, even as my body tires. I don’t stop, reminding myself whom I’m fighting for, and suddenly, there are no more guards. It’s quiet, bar my heavy breathing, and even the siren is gone, although the red lights still flash around us. My ears ring, but I keep my fingers tight on the trigger as I scan the ground, which is covered in so many bodies, I cannot even see the floor. I check Akuji for wounds as he does the same to me, and I grin.

      “Hit the button over there.” There’s a red emergency button I notice down the way. He leaps over the bodies, landing before it, and hits it, instantly opening the cells. The glass is gone and the cages are open. I step back in case they attack me. After all, I’m human, but instead, they just stare at me and Akuji with awe in their eyes.

      “It’s time to go home,” I tell them. “You might have to fight. Are you with us?”

      “Until the end,” the female shouts, and then there’s a squeal.

      “Mummy!”

      “Kid!” Cato shouts, but it’s too late. The kid wiggles free and races towards us. I watch, open-mouthed, as he throws himself at the woman. She swings him around, crying as she holds him. They both talk, laugh, and cry.

      “Mummy, Mummy, the human saved me,” he tells her as he pulls back.

      The woman holds him close, her eyes going to me. “Thank you. Thank you,” she repeats, her eyes filled with tears as she falls to her knees. “I owe you my life, thank you.”

      “You owe me nothing.” I stride closer to her and offer her my hand. “Now let’s get you both home, shall we?”

      She gazes up at me with something akin to worship on her face, which makes me uncomfortable. She takes my hand, and I grunt as I try to help her up, but she gets to her feet and then I look back at Akuji. “Ready?”

      He strides over to me and kisses me swiftly. “Let’s go home, mate.”
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      Akuji leads us carefully through the building. We know they won’t let us go and that they will fight to keep us here. The humans are capable of anything, so we keep our eyes peeled. Cato is at the back, with Talia and the kid in the middle. The other monsters are ready to fight, their eyes flashing red, but I don’t fear them.

      I fear what we might find.

      I follow the path the scientist took me on the first day, but as we come out of a door Akuji rips off its hinges, shots are fired. I’m thrown into a wall with a body covering mine, and I realise it’s Akuji. Everyone scatters, waiting as the humans continue to fire.

      “Akuji,” I whisper, but he shushes me, and then he smiles.

      “They are reloading.” He moves then, sprinting down the hallway. Cato is on his tail, as is another monster, obviously hearing what he did. There are no more shots, just screams, so I peek around the door to see Akuji waving me on. Hurrying after him, I find more rooms, and after a quick search, we realise they are empty. There’s another locked, closed door with a chamber behind it. It looks like it’s used to decontaminate. We hurry through it, ignoring the automated voice as Akuji smashes through the door. There are no humans waiting beyond as we break out into the corridor, and I see banks of elevators, but past that is a fire exit sign that’s lighting up the dark.

      Stairs.

      “There,” I call.

      I hurry to the door and kick it open, ignoring the blaring alarm it sets off, and peek over the railing. Fuck, we have to be at the top of the skyscraper. It will take us forever. I’m quickly scooped into Akuji’s arms, making me squeak, and then he grips the railing and throws us over it.

      I clamp down on my scream as we fall, trusting him, but I look up to see the other monsters doing the same. We hit a landing below, and he throws us over again, and again, until we land on solid ground at the bottom of the stairs.

      The others land behind us, Talia in Cato’s arms and the kid in his mum’s. I check them over before sliding out of Akuji’s arms. My legs are shaky, but I push away the feeling and open the door, peeking around it to see we are in a reception area. The bank of elevators is close, and beyond it are turnstiles. Everything is empty and dark, bar some lights in the walls, illuminating the company name in silver above a reception desk. There are sofas, a coffee bar, and screens, but I don’t see anyone. The glass doors beyond beckon us to the darkened city.

      It’s too easy. Akuji must feel the same way, because he frowns down at me. “Stay here,” he orders, and then he’s striding out into the reception.

      I hold my breath as he stops in the middle, the shiny tiled floor reflecting his red skin. There’s a bang, and I scream and rush forward, but he’s already ducking the net that flings out from somewhere. I stop and watch with my heart in my throat as guards come surging over and he pounces on them.

      “Where else are you hiding?”

      “No more, last line,” one wheezes, and Akuji slits his throat before holding out his hand.

      I hurry over to him, grinning. We did it.

      “Stop.” The voice is loud and echoes around the reception area.

      I skid to a stop, looking around for the voice like Akuji does.

      “Do not do this,” the voice demands. “If you walk out of that door, so does the hope for humanity and the future of our people.”

      “Fuck you,” I yell. “If you have to hurt people for survival, then you’re fucked. Our lives shouldn’t depend on others’ deaths.”

      “If you do this, you will be starting another war. We cannot stop now. We will come for you.”

      “I’d like to see you try.” I smirk as I locate the camera and speaker, and with a wink, I shoot them and then look around at the gathered monsters. “Okay, beyond is the world of humans. I don’t know where we are, but once we hit the slums, I can direct you—”

      “I know where we are. I can get us through the streets,” Talia calls with strength in her voice. “I’ll get us to the slums, then you can get us to the wall.”

      “Good. Keep low and stay in the darkness. We will be seen, but remember that these humans are not your enemies. They are just trying to survive like you. Not everyone here is your adversary.”

      One monster snarls, “If they come for us—”

      “Then you can kill them,” I snap as I go toe-to-toe with him, “but not if they do nothing. They will be terrified, just like you were. We go home and only kill if we have to. We show them we are better than them.” I look at Talia and take her hand. “Lead the way.”

      Their lives hang in the balance of two humans.
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      Pushing out of the glass doors, I take a deep breath as we step onto the streets. I have never been to this part of the city, and I can’t help but gawk with the monsters. The streets are perfect, dark concrete with impeccably lit paths on either side. There are skyscrapers around us and some cars parked on the side of the road. Everything is clear, spotless, and glittering with glass and riches.

      “Let’s do this,” I whisper. Talia nods and hurries along. We follow her into the alley at the side of the building, rushing down it and then through the maze of backstreets. The skyscrapers eventually fade into houses, some with lights on and humans moving in their windows. There are flowers planted out front.

      Here, there is no starvation, no beggars, and no crime.

      It’s surreal that this is how they live when just ten minutes from here, people are dying on the streets. It pisses me off, but I keep my anger in check as we reach the end of an alley. “We have to walk down the street from here.”

      “Fuck,” I mutter, seeing a park nearby with people wandering around, walking dogs, taking in the sights, and star gazing. They are sure to see us, but we have no choice. We have to keep going. I’m betting the humans have called the police, the army, to come and get us, and the city will soon become locked down and we will have nowhere to hide. Before that happens, we need to get over the wall to safety.

      “Okay, we’ll move fast then. Where are we going?”

      “Straight down this road. It leads right into the slums, but there is a small bridge we have to cross, and it might be guarded.” She swallows nervously, but I nod and look to Akuji.

      “Carry me. You’re faster. We’ll run as fast as we can. Do not stop for anything.” I look back at the monsters. “If we get split up, head to the wall and we will find you,” I order, and when everyone is ready, I let Akuji pull me into his arms as he steps out into the streets. Then he runs, sprinting as fast as he can. The others are on our tail, but it doesn’t matter.

      The humans see us, and their screams rent the air. They scramble to get away, to hide, or to get indoors. I watch some people grab their phones to take pictures or call the police, but we ignore it.

      Doors slam and the screaming gets louder, but we block it all out. We move so fast, it’s almost hard to see, but I don’t close my eyes in case we are attacked. We skid to a stop just before the bridge, which is protected by guards. She was right.

      “Put me down,” I demand, and Akuji releases me with a frown. I give him a quick kiss and rush across the bridge, ignoring his growl.

      “Help me! Help me!” I scream, pretending to stumble. They hurry forward in alarm, ignoring the manned barrier that blocks the bridge. I fall to the ground as they reach for me, looking to help, and then I grab a baton at one of their sides and look up at them.

      “What’s wrong?” one demands.

      “Nothing.” I grin as I leap up, smash it down on his head, and turn to do the same to the other. They fall to the ground, and I whistle, waving the others on. Akuji quickly reaches my side, and he grabs me again before hoisting me into his arms as we break through the barrier. The first few streets are some I’m not used to, but the deeper we get, the more familiar it becomes, and I shout orders.

      Unlike in the richer half of the city, people openly watch us. They are so used to feeling fear, some don’t even react. Others do, running or falling to their knees as they beg. Everyone here knew this might happen one day, but we ignore them, ducking into and through shacks, sticking to the shadows again. We avoid anyone who might follow us, confusing them. The wall towers above us, and it’s not far now.

      “Almost there!” I call as we duck under the walkways, but it’s a dead end. With a snarl, Akuji leaps straight into the air and lands on the walkway above. Without missing a beat, he runs and scrambles over the sagging metal roof of the shack before landing on the ground. It’s fucking impressive. We race through the night, each passing second getting us closer to home.

      We’re so close, but then we hear the rumble of trucks and shouting. It’s the army.

      Guns fire in warning somewhere in the slums, and I hesitate. I don’t want the people here to have to deal with them, but the army won’t kill them, no, they will kill us. I stay quiet, even though I feel bad about it. Akuji just grunts and pushes himself to go faster, which I didn’t think was possible, until we find the door we came through. It’s closed and covered, untouched, and I slide down Akuji’s body as he rips it open.

      “Go!” I yell at the others as I gaze out at the slums, searching the darkness for any signs of humans.

      Talia stops at my side, but I push her on, growling at Cato until he hurries her through. A hand tugs mine, and I look down to see the kid there. “Come on, Aria, please,” he begs.

      I hesitate for only a moment, knowing if I go through now, I’ll never come back. The truth is, though, my decision was made when I stood with the monsters—the people who protected me, loved me, and welcomed me. I pull him through the wall. Akuji follows behind and slams the door with a finality that settles my racing heart.

      I press my head to his chest, but the silence has me looking up, and my mouth drops open again as monsters melt from the shadows around us. I freeze, but Akuji just laughs. “My people,” he explains.

      More and more appear, all waiting and hoping we would make it back, welcoming us. Everyone comes together as the monsters from the cells find their friends and family.

      The kid and his mother turn to me. “Thank you,” she starts, but she’s stopped from continuing by a loud roar.

      We all turn to see Roroak. He’s standing in the masses and staring at her with shock. “Racel?” he calls, and then he sprints towards her. She cries and rushes to him, her child in tow. I watch as Roroak wraps them in his arms and spins them around as they cry and talk before collapsing together.

      “Roroak is his dad?” I whisper.

      Akuji looks down at me in shock. “I didn’t even realise it was them. They disappeared after his child was conceived. They look completely different. We thought we’d found their bodies on this side of the wall. They were burned… It’s them.” The happiness in his voice makes me look back in joy.

      “Daddy, Daddy, it’s really you!” the kid shouts as the general sobs, holding them closer.

      “It’s me, it’s me,” he soothes. “I’ve missed you every single day, every single second. I thought you were gone.”

      “I missed you so much. My mummy told me about you, and Aria promised me I’d see you. She didn’t lie. Daddy, she brought me to you.”

      Roroak’s eyes swing to me in shock. “You did this?”

      I swallow. “We all did. We didn’t leave anyone behind. I didn’t know they were yours.”

      He stands, his face closing down as he stops before me. I swallow and meet his gaze. All eyes swing to me, and everything is silent, save for my thundering heart.

      “You brought me my family,” he whispers, and then he drops to his knees with his face to the dirt and his hands splayed before him. My eyes widen as I look back to see every single monster doing the exact same until there is an army of them on their knees before Akuji and me.

      “I owe you my life. I offer my loyalty and my weapons until I am dead. I bow to you, our queen, our versalis.”

      “Queen?” I whisper, looking at a shocked Akuji.

      “They are crowning you. That is an honour which has not been given since the war. It’s a name for someone who protects our race, who fights for them with no tribal allegiance. It is for someone who is just loyal to our species.” He meets my eyes, his own sparkling with pride. “You are our versalis.” I watch as he drops to his knees before me, his forehead pressed to my hand. “My mate. My saviour.”

      I drag my eyes from him to the kneeling army of monsters before me. Friends, enemies, families, and lovers are all joined together, kneeling before a human.

      I do the only thing I can, dropping to my knees as well and bowing my head.

      “We are equals here,” I murmur, trying to force the words from my throat. “No humans, no monsters, just people. A community. One I’m proud to kneel to.”

      Here, over the wall meant to protect us from one another, we unite, kneeling together in love and standing together in hope.
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      We are not stupid enough to think the humans will just let us get away with this. We destroyed their research, took their test subjects, and embarrassed them. They can’t let that stand, but for tonight, we celebrate.

      Families are reunited, and lovers are brought together again.

      We are whole.

      We leave guards on the wall, and I managed to find the old camera system from the city. Some don’t work, but some do, and we set them up near the wall so I won’t have to be on guard duty all day, every day, even though I would willingly do so. We have also sealed all the tunnels in…at least the ones we know of.

      Now we celebrate. I’m perched on Akuji’s lap, laughing as Talia tries to teach a bumbling Cato how to dance. Others watch as well, trying to copy her movements. His cheeks are heated in embarrassment, but he doesn’t care as his people hoot and holler, because she’s smiling.

      Whatever happened in that skyscraper changed Talia. She had been quiet, scared, and withdrawn. I won’t ask what transpired, it’s her choice whether or not she wants to speak about it, but watching her now with Cato, I know she will be okay.

      He will make sure of it, no matter what it takes.

      “You look beautiful when you laugh, mate,” Akuji says, tightening his grip on my hips. I grin and lean in to kiss his cheek before a giggle has me lifting my head. My heart melts when I see Roroak dancing with his mate and child. His smile is so wide, it looks like it might crack. They are oblivious to the world around them, and I don’t blame them.

      Music plays from somewhere deep in the bowels of our home, and meat is torn into. They decided to have a feast, with what looks like a pig being cut up on one table. There is something that they call rubchek, which is similar to alcohol, but when I take a sip, I almost gag, so I leave it alone. Watching the effects it has on the usually scary, snarling monsters is amusement enough for me. They are hilarious drunks.

      There’s some fighting, and Akuji says it’s normal, but a particularly brutal one is breaking out in the corner, so he sighs and kisses my head. “I’ll be back, mate. Do not move,” he warns before storming into their masses. He pulls them apart like they are naughty children and not seven-foot snarling monsters.

      It’s breathtaking.

      “Hey, little human,” Sunny calls, drawing my gaze away from my mate.

      “Hey.” I grin as she sits opposite me, following my eyes to Akuji.

      “You two are so smitten, it makes me sick.” She laughs.

      “Shut up.” I smirk. “Having a good time?”

      “Always.” Her eyes dart to a big, scarred monster in the corner before she ducks her head.

      I can’t help but raise my eyebrow as I meet his eyes, which narrow before going back to her and softening. “Who’s that?” I ask.

      Her head whips up in panic. “Nobody.”

      “Sure.” I sip my water as I watch her. “He’s watching you, you know. Why not make a move?”

      “Vex has already had a mate…” She trails off and leans in, so I do the same. “We mate for life. She died in a human attack. He was hurt very badly, and he’s never been the same since. I helped nurse him back to health and tried to be his friend, but he doesn’t want one. He just wants revenge.”

      Frowning, I look back to see him still staring at her, oblivious to the other people around him. “Can you have more than one mate?”

      Her eyes widen as if she’s never thought of that. “It’s never happened, but mates usually die together if the bond is broken, so…”

      “So there’s a chance.” I shrug. “You clearly like him.”

      “I appreciate his strength. He’s been the border patrol on the wall since the attack. He’s successfully averted nineteen human invasions single-handedly.”

      “Oh yeah, you like him.” I knock my shoulder against hers. “Take a chance. You will never know otherwise. Plus, judging by the way he’s watching you, I’m thinking he’s ready for a friend.”

      “You think?” she asks nervously, but there’s also hope in her tone. If there is one person I would wish happiness on, it’s this ray of sunshine.

      “I do.” I nod and she laughs, knocking her shoulder with mine like I did, only she’s much stronger so I go sprawling to the floor. I laugh, I can’t help it, and let her help me up in time to see Akuji’s narrow eyes as he prowls towards me.

      “That’s my cue to go.” She winks. “Thank you, my friend.” She quickly hops up and bows her head in respect to Red as she makes her way to the scarred monster. He stiffens and his eyes widen as she rolls her shoulders nervously. She tilts her head in confidence as she stops before him. He watches her in fear but also hope, and I know I was right.

      Everything is changing.

      “Are you hurt?” he demands as I roll my eyes.

      “Come on, big guy, you can’t stop me from getting bruises or scratches.” I huff as he kneels before me, placing his clawed hands on my spread thighs as he watches me.

      “Want to bet, little mate?” he purrs, the sound going straight to my pussy. He sniffs, and his eyes flash red for a moment as a knowing grin curves up his lips. “Feeling needy, Aria?”

      God, I love the way he says my name.

      “It seems like I’m always feeling needy around you,” I admit. “You monsters have some sort of dick magic.”

      His head rocks back as laughter bursts from his lips. It draws everyone’s gazes, but I see nothing except happiness for their leader in their eyes. I can’t help but smile, and when he looks back at me, I melt. “My life will never be boring with you, little human.”

      “Nope.” I grin, and then he seems to become serious, blowing out a breath. “What’s wrong?” I demand, instantly searching for a threat, but he just takes my hand and squeezes.

      “I need to ask you something, Aria. I promised myself I wouldn’t until I thought you were ready. I didn’t want to pressure you, use you, or lock you into a life you didn’t want. I wanted you to choose this. To choose me.”

      “Akuji?” I murmur, confused. He swallows, and the music cuts out as he kisses my hand and stands. I watch as he pulls a blade from his harness and presents it to me with his arms out, the dagger balanced across his wrists like a symbol. His head is bowed, and his horns almost quiver in excitement or nervousness, I can’t tell.

      I look around to see everyone watching, and when I meet Cato’s eyes, he encourages me with a nod and looks at the knife. Unsure what I’m supposed to do, I reach out and take the blade. As soon as the weight is gone from Akuji’s hands, they cross over his chest, fisted, as his eyes rise to mine. His gaze is filled with nothing but life and hope.

      “Aria, mate, my little human. I have been yours since we were both younglings. I have watched you grow into the magnificent queen before me. Your fearless nature makes my heart yours, as does your kindness, intelligence, recklessness, and humour that I don’t always understand. I knew I was yours, but I was willing to wait for you to realise that I was yours. That you were mine. This isn’t traditional, but I never cared for tradition.” A laugh goes up, and he grins. “I know what I want, and it’s you. It’s always been you. No matter what stands in our way, no matter the challenges we face, it’s you.” He swallows. “So, Aria, my human. I ask you to mate me and be mine forever. I ask you to fight side by side with me and live like every night is our last. I ask you to give me your heart the way I gave you mine that night you put your hand in mine. I vow to always protect you from any threat that means you harm.” He slams his fists into his chest as I gawk. “With this body, I vow to comfort, love, and stand with you. I vow to be yours. Aria, will you be mine?”

      One heartbeat, that’s all it takes.

      He said he was waiting for me to be ready, but he didn’t need to. I knew I was always his, even if I didn’t want to admit it. I don’t care about what I should do or say—he doesn’t. If he did, he wouldn’t have chosen a human. Instead, I fling myself at him. He catches me as I grip his face and stare into his nervous eyes. “Yes. Yes, I will be yours.”

      Hoots and roars go up as he grins and kisses me so hard, it takes my breath away. “My little human…”

      “My monster,” I purr before we are dragged away to celebrate.

      This is a new beginning for both the humans and the monsters.

      If only the scientists could see us now and realise they got exactly what they wanted by making them our enemies.
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      Akuji and I have hardly any time together after it’s announced we plan to mate. I thought it was sealed last night, but apparently, I was wrong. There is a whole ceremony I have to be briefed on, and that’s what I spend the rest of the night doing until I finally fall into an exhausted sleep in my mate’s arms.

      I’m jerked awake a few hours later by a roar—a familiar roar. I look to Akuji to see him sleeping hard. Scrubbing my eyes, I quickly slip on my clothes and slide from his room as silently as I can. I have free rein of the city, but I make sure to keep my knives on me just in case. I quickly tie my hair back and slip on a jacket before making my way through the underground living quarters. It’s dark so the monsters can sleep, so I slip out onto the streets above, careful to shut the doors so no one gets hurt.

      There, just outside the closed door, is my tiger. When he spots me, the roar cuts off and he bounds towards me, making me laugh as he knocks me backward. Stroking his head, I give him stolen bits of meat. “I wondered where you were, buddy,” I coo, but he just knocks his head into mine. “You okay? I missed you. Yes I did,” I murmur. “But where were you?” He sits and cocks his head before trotting away. When he stops and looks back, I get to my feet and follow him.

      Who knew this is where I would be? Following a tiger through a city of sleeping monsters.

      We wander for a while. The sun shines brightly, illuminating all the imperfections the humans hate but I’m starting to love because it’s home and sure as shit feels like it. In those imperfections, I find beauty. I make us stop when I spot a supply shop and nip inside. It’s not tradition, but I don’t give a fuck as I search the back stock room after breaking in. The dark is not scary anymore. The front was ransacked, but hidden in the back, under a box of long ago taken supplies, I find what I wanted—a present for Akuji.

      He will love it, despite the fact it’s not traditional. I carefully wrap it up and grab a backpack, which I fill before hoisting it over my back. “Sorry, buddy,” I call, stroking the tiger as he huffs with impatience. “Let’s go.”

      I continue following him, and when he stops, I can’t help but gawk as he nudges my side expectantly. He led me to the zoo, and at the overgrown entrance, under an arched metal gate with the word “Zoo” still etched there, is a paradise.

      I thought all the prey animals were dead, but I was wrong. The entrance leads to a long, open corridor with flowers and vines, and as I watch, deer, meerkats, and zebras slowly wander past. There are some wolves prowling farther back, so I stay here with my tiger, not wanting to disturb them, but they seem to live together in harmony.

      I know it’s not natural, but they don’t seem to care. It reminds me of my monster and the humans who now live here.

      Prey and predator mix, defying the odds and making a home together.

      I’m betting there are still some attacks and killing going on, but it’s beautiful to watch the world they have created here in a place where they used to be caged. Looking down at my tiger, I grin. “Thank you for showing me your home,” I murmur, but he just huffs, flicks his tail, and turns around. I frown, following him. Does he not live here?

      Is he not leaving me?

      He starts to lead me back through the city to our home, and that’s when I grin. He probably has one inside the zoo, but he’s chosen us. I shouldn’t be as excited and happy as I am, but what the hell. I hold the door open for him, and we slip back into the welcoming darkness. I hurry back to Akuji’s room before he wakes and freaks, placing the backpack in a hidden corner before kicking off my boots and sliding into his arms once more.

      He murmurs in his sleep and pulls me closer with a frown. My tiger moves around behind me before boxing me between them. My two predators. Here, in the dark with two monsters, I fall into a deep, peaceful sleep for the first time ever.
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      The next time I wake up, I know it’s dark. Akuji is watching me, and I grin when I see his narrowed eyes. “You smell like animals and the city,” he rumbles.

      “I went out while you slept,” I tell him without fear.

      “Aria,” he snarls in reproach, but I roll my eyes.

      “I don’t need constant protection, I was fine,” I tell him, wrapping my legs around him.

      “You go nowhere alone,” he demands.

      “I wasn’t alone.” I look around, but the tiger is gone. Traitor. “Now, do you want to talk or act?” I roll my hips, and his eyes flash red.

      “Maybe you’ll listen with my cock buried in your cunt. I will only let you come when you give in,” he warns, reaching down and ripping off the leather he wears so he’s bare. He grinds against my pussy through my knickers. Groaning, I meet his lips in a flurry. His kiss is hard, worried, angry, and possessive, but I give as good as I get as he slides his hands under my shirt, cupping and squeezing my breasts.

      A knock sounds at the door, breaking us apart in the dark.

      “Ignore it,” he snaps, trying to kiss me again.

      I groan as the knock comes again. “Sorry, Reigner, but there’s a messenger here who says he won’t speak to anyone else.”

      With a sigh, Akuji kisses me softly. “Tonight, mate, you are all mine. No interruptions, just mine to have my wicked way with.” He rolls to his feet naked, his desire evident as he rips open the door. I giggle when the monster on the other side pales and steps back, his eyes widening before looking away in fear. He knows what he interrupted.

      “What is it?” Akuji snarls. Another monster steps out from behind the first, purposely not looking at me where I sit in the nest.

      “From Samael,” he offers with a bow, almost breaking his back. “The human is alive and fine. She knows nothing that can help. Congratulations on the mating, we won’t be there as you mate the prey.”

      Akuji raises his eyebrow but nods as the monsters scurry away and the door shuts. “Do you think she’s really okay?” I ask.

      “He wouldn’t lie.” Akuji shrugs. “She’s alive for now. I don’t know if she will stay that way, but there isn’t anything I can do. It’s up to her to find her way out of there alive. If she plays nice, she will, but if she gives them a reason to, they will kill her.”

      “Wonderful.” I sag back, all desire draining from my body. “There’s nothing we can do?”

      “No, mate, just like there’s nothing they can do to stop me from mating you tonight.” At that growled sentence, I perk up, knowing he’s right. It’s a concern for tomorrow. Tonight is about us.

      For us.

      Tonight is our mating ceremony.

      “Now where we—” The door opens, slapping him into the wall mid-sentence, and I laugh. The only person who would willingly do that stands in the doorframe with my tiger, who has his paw up, helping him. Roroak grins at Akuji. “Come on, Reigner. We must prepare, and the women are here to ready your mate.” He grins over at me. “I will be there to support you, Aria. See you in a few hours.”

      “Be good.” Akuji grunts as he fights off his general’s grabbing hands. “See you then, mate.” He’s dragged from the room. I get up and put on jeans just in time for women to descend on me. They are invading Akuji’s room, our den, but I don’t seem to have a choice, even though it puts me on edge for a reason I can’t explain.

      Talia slides in behind them, and I hug her straightaway. She melts into me. “What are you doing here?” I murmur.

      “Well, I figured it was like a wedding, and I couldn’t leave you to do it alone. Plus, Cato is here for you both.” She smiles at me, pulling back to look me over. “Now let’s get you ready to be a monster’s bride, shall we?”

      If I had only known exactly what that entailed, I would have run then and there.

      I have no choice but to sit there as I am supervised by monsters and Talia. My hair is brushed, then twisted back with something threaded through it, but they won’t let me see. My arms and legs are coated in some slick, glittering liquid that dries, and when I move my hands and legs, my skin flickers like trapped diamonds. Talia places some metal cuffs along my ears, arms, and legs. They root through my clothes, admitting they didn’t have time to find the traditional garb in my size. We settle on my fur skirt and black leather bustier. They even add a harness with the knife Akuji gave me and then let me stand.

      They finally allow me to see myself in a cracked handheld mirror. I stare in wonder. I look nothing like I usually do. My hair is high and shining in the light, with beads and jewels dangling down like a crown. My eyes are smoked out across to my hair, and my body shines like a diamond.

      I look like a monster’s mate.

      “You’re ready,” Sunny murmurs. “Do you remember what will happen?”

      I nod, feeling nervous for some reason, so I glance around at them. They are gathered here for me, not Akuji. “Do you really think I should do this? I don’t want to offend anyone.”

      “If you offend them, they can fuck off,” Talia snaps, her voice laced with steel.

      My eyes widen as the others laugh. “She’s right,” Sunny says, taking my hand. “You’re one of us. You deserve this ceremony, and so does Akuji. This will only reinforce your place in our world. Do not let anyone else upset you, just focus on your mate tonight. That’s what this is—a celebration of love. Now, let’s get you out there before he comes looking for you.”

      I laugh because she’s right—he probably will. There are no flowers or music as I am led through the underground. I expected the ceremony to be here, but instead, we head into the city. The walk is short, thank god, because I shiver slightly in the wind. We end up in front of a church. The windows are busted and the doors are gone, but they don’t seem to notice, nor do they seem to notice the irony that they are conducting a mating ceremony here.

      I guess it truly is a wedding, but when I am led inside, it’s nothing like the human ones. At the end of the aisle is a throne, a massive one on a podium, with two windows on either side displaying a view of the city beyond. Akuji is kneeling before it, naked, with his back to me.

      I gawk, but I don’t question it. If it’s their ceremony, I will let it go. There are monsters crammed into every inch of the church, even the rafters. They all turn to me as I enter. I smile at them as I walk toward Akuji, but once there, I hesitate, trying to remember everything they said. I lay my hand on his shoulder, releasing him from his wait.

      His wait for me, they call it.

      He gets up slowly and turns, and when he sees me, his eyes bleed to red as he kisses me, making them hoot. “My perfect mate,” he snarls. “It’s time.”

      I step to his side, and both of us turn to face each other. “Aria, I here tonight vow to be yours forever. I offer you my heart.” He bangs his chest. “I offer you my soul and my blade.” He kneels.

      I swallow but take my strength from him. “Akuji, I here tonight vow to be yours forever. I offer you my heart.” I bang my own chest. “I offer you my soul and my blade.” I slip the blade from the waist harness, the one he gave me, and hold it out as I kneel. I pull my other one, the present, and hand it over to him. His eyes widen. The woman’s blade is symbolic, and not truly given, but his eyes narrow in desire as he holds it reverently. He ignores any naysayers and accepts my gift.

      Accepts my differences.

      “Akuji, leader of Nightfang, do you here tonight take Aria as your mate?” Roroak calls, speaking for the tribe.

      “I do,” he responds instantly, still kneeling before me.

      “I repeat, Akuji, do you take Aria as your mate?”

      Akuji’s head falls back. “I do!” he roars.

      “Then bleed for her and show your dedication. Make your body hers. Give her every inch of you.”

      “Gladly,” he snarls, spreading his arms as he leans forward. His hands press against the stone on either side of me as Roroak takes the blade from him, the knife I gave him, and presses it to his back. I see every flicker of emotion in Akuji’s eyes as Roroak starts to carve my name into the skin of his back.

      Akuji grunts once, that’s it, but he does nothing else as the slow carving continues on and on until Roroak finally steps back and nods. Sitting back, Akuji grins at me, his expression filled with pride and happiness.

      He is ecstatic to wear my name and to mate me. It makes my decision for me.

      “Aria, do you take Akuji, leader of Nightfang, as your mate?” Sunny steps up.

      “I do!” I respond strongly. They want me to skip past the part with the carving, thinking I can’t handle it, but I know it’s important to them and Akuji. It also might not be seen as a full mating without it. I refuse to let them think that I’m weak, that I won’t bleed and suffer for my mate like he would for me. We are starting this as equals, so I bow my head, ignoring the confusion. “I bleed for him, and I will show my dedication. I will make my body his.” I look back to see Talia pale, but Sunny smiles beside her, telling me I have done the right thing.

      “Aria,” Akuji whispers. “I do not want you to be in pain. Do not do this—”

      “I am yours, and I will wear your name proudly,” I state, letting everyone hear. “I will gladly suffer it for you, just like you did for me. I watched you be carved, and now you will watch me, my warrior.”

      He won’t dishonour me or my decision by arguing. He nods as I lean forward into the position he was in, but his hands cover mine, willing to feel every inch of it with me. I grimace as she pulls my shirt aside and begins. She moves hesitantly at first before pressing harder. Every slice of the blade makes me want to cry out. My eyes tear up, so I grit my teeth. My stomach rolls against the agony, but I do not let it show anywhere other than my eyes.

      Akuji holds my gaze, drinking down every ounce of my pain—pain I gladly welcome for him. When it’s finally done, I almost sag before I force myself to sit back stiffly. I refuse to give into weakness now and dishonour my mate.

      “Akuji and Aria, you have bled and vowed to be mates before our people. Rise as one,” Roroak calls. I stand and stumble, but Akuji is there, sweeping me into his arms and looking at my back. I peek over his shoulder to see his own. His is massive, bold, and proud, covering his back from shoulder to shoulder. Whooping, I lay my head against his chest as he turns us and roars. Others join in, and even Talia screams and claps as I grin.

      Mated.

      I’m mated.
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      After the ceremony, Akuji sits on the throne with me draped over his lap, our knives placed in our matching harnesses. Some form of paste is spread on our carved names, one they have been using for years, so I trust it. It takes the sting away, and they said it will ensure no infection slips into the wound.

      Leaning into Akuji, I watch the celebration. Inside and outside the church, the night is filled with joy and celebration of our mating. People drink, eat, fight, and dance just like last night, but more jubilant.

      We stay for a while, just watching our people, but the whole time, my desire for my mate increases. I need him. I’m wet and wanting, and he can smell it. His nostrils flare wide, and his eyes are wild. His hard cock presses against my ass, and with every shift I make, I almost moan. He finally gives in, scooping me up and marching us into the night, their wolf whistles following us.

      I can’t help but laugh as he races us back to our den, and once there, he slams the door, letting me slide down his body. I watch my name move across his back with the force of his heavy breaths.

      “Akuji?” I murmur, and he spins, his eyes red. I gulp in desire as I back away. He tracks me with his eyes, the only part of him that moves.

      “Do not run,” he snarls. “I am hanging on by a thread. If you move, I will bend you over and fuck you like a monster.”

      Why does that thought make my clit throb?

      I’m clearly crazy, but it doesn’t stop me from grinning, sliding my fur skirt off, and kicking it away, leaving me bare for him as I undo my top as he watches. His eyes grow brighter until the red is almost blinding.

      “Mate,” he hisses.

      “Then fuck me like a monster,” I say as I step farther back into our nest.

      It does the trick.

      He races for me.

      I fly through the air and land on the fur. I barely have time to push up before he’s on me. His hands span my waist, dragging me back, and his mouth lands on my cunt. I fall forward to my hands, pushing back into his mouth.

      His tongue slams inside of me, fucking me and tasting my cream before he pulls it out and flicks my clit. He drags his fangs across my sensitive skin, and I can feel the madness in each jerky movement like he can’t contain himself. A constant growl escapes his lips while I writhe, pushing back to his mouth. My tight nipples drag along the fur as I grip it and hold on for dear life.

      “Akuji…” I moan, and he growls louder, vibrating my clit. The orgasm I have been denied for days slams through me with such force, I seize up and fall to my stomach, but he doesn’t relent. He thrusts his tongue inside of my fluttering channel to taste my release and seals his wide mouth over my pussy, sucking until one release turns into two. When he finally pulls back, I’m panting and my body is shaking with how suddenly and strongly I came.

      This monster…

      He’s not done with me yet, oh no. My mate wants me, and it’s not my sweet Akuji here tonight. It’s the monster who just claimed his woman for everyone to see. His claws are sharp, cutting into my skin as he lifts me up to my knees and pushes my head roughly to the furs with a snarl.

      “Mine,” he says between growls, and then his cock is ramming into me without finesse or warning. I actually scream, the pain eclipsing the pleasure for a moment as I whimper and tears spring into my eyes. He doesn’t care. He pulls out and slams back in, forcing me to take him. Breathing, I relax and force my body to take him, and slowly, with each hard thrust of his cock, the pain changes to pleasure.

      It’s a blinding pleasure that’s so carnal, I can’t help but grasp the furs harder. My carved back is on display for him, driving him wild as he roars.

      A beautiful smell wafts from us both, his mating smell, covering me. The slap of our bodies is loud, and his growls are louder as he hammers into me. Suddenly, he blankets my back.

      “Mine,” he roars, and then his fangs pierce my shoulder, pinning me for him to rut. The feel of the steel running through his massive body as he pounds into me is too much.

      He stills as his scorching cum fills me, and then he pulls out and sprays it across my ass, legs, lower back, and everywhere he can reach as I whimper and push back into the air. He slams into me again, still hard and thick despite his release, and continues to fuck me like he doesn’t plan to ever stop.

      “Mine, mine, mine,” he snarls.

      “Yours,” I scream, pushing back to take his massive cock.

      His fangs slide back into the same bite, trapping me as he fucks me harder. I collapse from the force, but he holds me up for him as another release explodes through me. He still continues to fuck me, coming twice more and filling me until I’m crazed, unable to speak or think or move.

      I let him use and abuse my body in the best way as he breaks me and reforms me for him.

      My mate.

      Suddenly, he releases my neck. I feel blood running down my body from the bite, but I only cry out when his tail traces it and then his name on my back. “Yours!” he snarls. “Mine.” The beast fights inside of me as he swells again, and I whimper only to scream when his tail traces down my slippery ass and thrusts into my asshole.

      I come so hard, I black out.

      I only wake up when I feel him slipping from my body, his cock still hard against me. He traces every inch of me with his fingers, massaging his release into my skin again, but I’m unable to speak as he curls around me, purring.

      “My mate,” he says. “My beautiful Aria. Sleep, you will need it.”
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      The next few days are spent locked in our nest. His fangs pierce every inch of my body, marking me. His cock fills me and sprays every inch of my skin. He’s wild and unstoppable, and I eat it up. I know the changes in my body are accelerating. I feel stronger. I should be sore and exhausted, but I’m not, and even the smell of the bloody meat that is delivered doesn’t disgust me anymore.

      I don’t care, though, not when I’m in his arms with his lips on mine.

      If he noticed, he doesn’t comment on it. “I love you so much, my mate,” he growls, brushing his lips down my naked chest.

      “Oh god, not again.” I groan, even though I don’t mean it, and despite my protest, I wiggle my hips to give him better access. He pauses above my pussy and grins cheekily.

      “No? Would you rather we just cuddle?”

      “Fuck cuddling,” I snap, wrapping my legs around his face. “I want you to lick me.”

      Laughing, he buries his head between my thighs and tastes me. I’ve never met a person who loves to eat pussy as much as Akuji. He acts like it’s his favourite thing and he might die if he doesn’t get to eat me, and when he does? He rips me apart with how much pleasure he gives me. I’d be a fool to turn that down, even though I act like it’s a hardship and I whimper at how sensitive and sore I am.

      He notices, he always does, and instead of his usual, bestial attack, his tongue is soft as he licks me. His saliva heals my ache, and when he dips it inside of me, he heals that too. He kisses my clit tenderly as my eyes slide closed. My hips lift in a slow roll as he basically makes love to my pussy, and when the release rolls through me, it’s soft and sweet. He kisses me before crawling up my body and covering me. He takes my hands in his and holds them above my head, his big hips between mine.

      Lifting my legs, I wrap them around his waist and rock into his hard length. The soreness is gone, thanks to his magical healing saliva, but he still goes slow. He rocks against me, getting his cock nice and wet, and he kisses me lovingly, praising me with his tongue and lips until he eases into me.

      He doesn’t fuck me.

      It’s not a claiming.

      He’s making love to me.

      He’s treasuring me.

      His kiss is so sweet, I can’t help but moan, and when he pulls back, pressing his head to mine, I stare into his red eyes. “I love you,” I whisper.

      “I love you too, my mate, more than anything in this world,” he vows, flexing his hips with each soft thrust, making me lift my own to match him. Both of us move in sync. Our moans and gasps are caught between our mouths, and our eyes remain locked as we move together like we’ve been doing this forever.

      In that moment, I realise one thing—Akuji was always meant to be mine, and I was always meant to be his.

      In this dark, depraved world, I found something good, and I plan to hold onto it as long as I possibly can. I don’t know where we will be tomorrow or the next day, but right now, he’s with me and I am with him.

      We are whole.

      “Akuji.” I gasp, arching my back as he tilts my hips to hit that spot inside me that has me seeing stars.

      “I know, mate,” he whispers, kissing me softly. “Let go, I will always catch you.”

      As if his words were the trigger I needed, I let go and he follows me, filling me with his release. I clamp around him, moaning loudly as my orgasm rolls through me. I drift in a gentle fog of pleasure as our lips meet, and all the words we can’t say at the moment flow between us.

      I have found a love so strong, it staggers me.

      Me, the forgotten street kid who had no hopes but to survive each day, now has this bright, incredible future to look forward to.

      A future that’s bright because of him.

      My monster.

      My Akuji.
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      I finally demand we emerge from our room, and despite his protests, he lets me drag us out. We are greeted by knowing looks and grins, but when we eat, our table is full. Roroak and the kid—whose name is Ope—talk to me. As I look around, I realise how much my life has changed.

      I went from being completely alone to being loved, accepted, and happy.

      Life might not always end up how you expect it to. You might have to crash and burn to find your future, but it’s worth it. You have to keep fighting, no matter how hard it gets, and trust in yourself, in your strength. I nearly gave up so many times, but I’m so glad I didn’t, because this is worth all the pain.

      All the sleepless nights.

      All the hunger and tears.

      I would go through it a million more times to be here with them, with him. Life is such a strange thing, but if you give it a chance, you may find exactly what you are looking for right inside your chest.

      I watch as Talia and Cato move through the masses. They stayed for a few days after the mating—not that I was here to greet them—and they are happy. Talia talks and laughs, leaning into his side. The integration of our species is beautiful, and I can’t help but be happy and wonder what would happen if the scientists could see it now.

      They never expected this, but it’s exactly what they want and they will never know.

      We watch the wall, waiting for an attack, but it never comes. They are biding their time, but we will be here when they are, waiting for them. We will never let them hurt our people again.

      I look at my mate and smile as he gazes at me with red flashing eyes. No matter what is to come, I can handle it with him at my side. It’s far from the end. This is just the beginning for us and the humans.

      Things will change.

      Another war will be on the horizon, but this time, the wall won’t save them from the monsters they created.
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      “Little mate.”

      I groan as I force my eyes open to see Akuji grinning at me. It’s not like me to sleep in, but last night was exhausting. I slipped over the wall, despite everyone’s protests, and he came with me. What I saw shocked me to my soul.

      The people in the slums are rebelling. The truth of the monsters might not have come out yet, but they know they are lying. They are tired of being beaten, starved, and used. It’s no wonder the humans haven’t attacked in the last month, despite the fact that they need us for their research—they are too busy fighting their own people.

      And me? I’ve been busy soaking up being mated. I wake by his side, explore our city, and let him teach me their customs and how to defend myself and his people. We lead as a unit, and together, we are unstoppable. He trusts me, they trust me, and in this forgotten city, I found what I have always been searching for. I don’t know what will happen tomorrow, the next day, next month, or next year, but I do know that as long as I have my mate, everything will be okay. Better than okay. The humans will eventually pay, but for now, we are content to watch and listen and leave them to their monstrous lies.

      Akuji holds out his hand and uncurls it slowly, making me laugh at the shiny rock nestled in his palm. He gives me one every single day, and every day, we walk together to the wall and set it down. Today is no exception. I jump up and get dressed, and as we leave, I wave and greet everyone.

      I’ve been more than accepted, I’ve been welcomed and loved.

      They are my friends, my family.

      I’m thankful. For an orphan without a family, they are something I didn’t even know I needed.

      At the wall, I place the rock in the pile and lean into Akuji’s side, looking up at the scarred cement and pondering everything it represents.

      The humans built it to keep the monsters in, but instead, we use it to defend our people. It’s a symbol of hope and strength.

      Of unity.

      “Reigner, Versalis!” a voice calls, and we turn to see a messenger sliding to a stop before us.

      “What is it?” I demand, instantly on alert.

      “It’s the human, Talia, she says she’s found something.”

      Akuji and I share a look, knowing what this means. It’s the beginning of the end for the humans, but who will be left standing when the dust settles?

      Us, I know that for sure.

      Me and my mate.
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      I thought my life couldn’t get any weirder. I thought I had stumbled through every obstacle of being mated to a monster. I was wrong.

      I’m shaken awake, Akuji’s worried roar filling my ears. Groaning, I flip over and wince at the pain in my stomach and pussy.

      “What?” I grumble.

      “Mate, you are bleeding. I can smell it. Where are you hurt? Let me make it better!” he demands.

      I blink open my eyes, and it takes me a moment to figure out what he’s talking about. Bleeding? Then I smell it with my enhanced senses, which have only been getting stronger—my blood. The cramps hit me next, and through the groan, I laugh.

      That only makes him worry more. His hands slide across my body, shaking in fear. “Oh fuck, little mate, talk to me!”

      “It’s just my period,” I wheeze.

      He blinks and sits back. “Period?”

      “I’m guessing monsters don’t have them. Lucky bastards,” I mutter. “It’s a woman’s cycle. I didn’t used to have them a lot because of the drugs they supplied us with, but I guess they finally wore off. It’s totally normal. I’ll bleed for a few days and be mardy, hungry, and need attention, but it’s normal.”

      He blinks and blinks again.

      I wonder idly if I have finally broken him.

      “And you…bleed in these period days?”

      I nod and take his hand, settling his worry. “Yes, from my pussy.”

      “Your pussy.” He looks appalled. “It is injured?”

      “No.” I laugh again, unable to help myself. He’s so cute when he’s confused. “I told you, it’s normal, though I’m betting you don’t have tampons or pads here, huh? I guess I’ll have to figure something out. Maybe some fur?”

      “To what?” He gapes, looking both intrigued and worried.

      “To stop the blood from getting all over me.” I groan as I stretch, hating the twinge rolling through me. We did push it hard in training yesterday.

      “You being covered in blood is sexy,” he replies automatically, but then he crouches and rips open my thighs. I try to push him away. I feel embarrassed, despite the fact he’s seen and done very bad things to me since we met almost half a year ago. “Red!” I protest, but despite my growing strength, I am no match for him.

      He peers at my pussy, his eyes flashing red as his nostrils flare. His worry transforms into hunger, and I pale, my eyes widening as I stare. “No, don’t you—” I warn, but his tongue darts out and drags along my folds, tasting the blood.

      “You are hurt.” He smirks. “I am making it better.” Without waiting for my response, he pins me in place and licks my pussy better.

      I might even have stopped protesting after the first two orgasms.

      Who said periods need to suck?

      Not with my foolish, crazy monster mate.
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